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Liminal Speculations: Art, Nature and the Material Turn 
 
 
Since the turn of the 21st century, there has been a tremendous groundswell of art dealing with 
‘nature’, a concept itself problematic in critical thought. This groundswell has occurred in part 
as a response to mounting global concern over the massive environmental changes of the 
geological period called the Anthropocene. In addressing the nexus between the renewed focus 
on ‘nature’ and the contemporaneous critical approaches referred to as the material and 
speculative turn, this thesis focuses on a body of landscape paintings, together with 
interdisciplinary contemporary works, concerned with indeterminate and affective forms. 
Against a tendency to theorise such art with outdated romantic frameworks, I propose the 
concept of ‘the liminal’ as an alternative way to understand and enlarge this art’s engagement 
with ‘nature’ and the natural world. The concept of the liminal is related to the new materialist 
and speculative turn and its underlying philosophy drawn from Deleuze and Guattari, which I 
argue provides the means to understand the transformative power of art and its political import.  
 
The thesis traces the shift in art that addresses the ‘natural’world, or the ‘more-than-human’ 
world, from the era of land art to the contemporary period, and identifies a number of 
contemporary artists who approach ‘nature’ through the liminal. I examine in detail the work of 
two artists–Gerhard Richter and Imants Tillers–arguing that their practices are consistently 
located within a liminal space but using quite different means. Both work within the art-‘nature’ 
space amongst a range of other subjects. I identify elements of these and more recent 
contemporary artists’ works which create liminal qualities of speculation, indeterminacy and 
wonder. Through analysing the work of Richter and Tillers in particular, I establish an unbroken 
strand of liminal practice in art dealing with ‘nature’ and the natural world, particularly in 
painting, from romanticism to new materialism.  
 
I also relate these elements of speculation, indeterminacy and wonder, particularly for recent 
artists, to contemporary material thinking in order to show how the work of contemporary artists 
dealing with ‘nature’ can be located within ideas such as deep time, contingency, entanglement 
and Jane Bennett’s approach to the vitality and agency of matter. In conclusion I suggest that the 
new material and speculative turns–paired with the transformative power of the liminal and 
inflected by Isabelle Stengers’ concept of “wonder” and Elizabeth Grosz’s connections between 
ecology, energy, excess, and art–offer a contemporary critical framework for theorising such 
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A Paradigm Shift to the Material, and Where the Liminal Comes In 
 
 
This thesis has evolved from a puzzlement.  
 
I am an artist with a background in the natural sciences, having worked for more than twenty 
years in the areas of environmental impact assessment, planning and design. Awareness of and 
contact with the natural world with which we are enmeshed has been at the foundation of my 
professional and private life. The puzzlement of which I speak occurs within a context of rising 
concern about issues such as global warming, plastics accumulation in the oceans, toxic 
contamination, widespread extinctions, population pressure, degradation of key resources and so 
on: why, within this context, have certain forms of art dealing with the natural world 
(indeterminate forms, particularly in painting but also in photography, that seek to investigate 
the natural world in terms of the intangible, the indeterminate, the unrepresentable and the 
contingent) tended to have such low prominence over the last decades of the 20th century? In the 
context of a revival of interest in uncertainty, ambiguity, mystery and new understandings of 
affect in many art practices during the last decade of the 20th century, it nonetheless seems that 
cultural theory has been weighted against acknowledgement of these kinds of ideas in visual 
works dealing with ‘nature’ and ‘the natural world’, particularly in painting. (As an aside, I note 
that I will at this point cease to use inverted commas for the term ‘nature’ and its allies—for the 
sake of simplicity in reading, and to avoid distraction—although I do note the conceptual 
complexities of the term, and its questioning in contemporary critical thought. I discuss these 
issues in chapter three). 
 
I observed, at conferences and workshops, a repeated return to the language and values of 
romanticism, as people struggled to respond to images dealing with nature that were 
indeterminate, open, or uncertain: images which often bear a strong visual resemblance to the 
19th century romantic tradition. I also observed that this return, when the thought patterns of 
postmodernism had so strongly influenced art criticism, had a tendency to critically devalue the 
work, raising terms such as “subjective”, “simplistic”, or at worst, “naïve”. I felt that 
invalidation of this kind was an inappropriate response to art dealing with the natural world in 
the 21st century, when the environmental crises of the Anthropocene had become so pressing. 
Benjamin Buchloch’s response to Gerhard Richter’s landscapes, in which he dismisses Richter’s 
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landscape works as “romantic” because of their lack of apparent ideological or social content 
(Buchloch 2009, pp.31-34), is an example of this kind of critical response.  
 
As an ecologist as well as an artist, I found the automatic rebound to romanticism, as well as the 
parallel postmodern recasting of the complexity, instability, contingency, autonomous agency, 
and systems thinking in the sphere of nature as socially constructed systems and events, 
unacceptable. The Western romantic framework, arising in the late 18th century, and flourishing 
in the 19th, in response to disillusionment with the Enlightenment values of reason and order in 
the aftermath of the French Revolution in 1789 (Galitz 2004), dates from a period and a system 
of thought in which the networked mechanisms that operate within the natural world were not 
yet recognised. Nonetheless, as Laure Cahen-Maurel notes, the conceptual tools of romanticism 
continue to offer perspectives that remain relevant for contemporary artists and theoreticians of 
art: “a use of scale to liberate space, perceptual opacity to stimulate both our outer and inner 
sight, and, perhaps above all, [Cahen-Maurel cites Anish Kapoor as an example] … a 
simplification of the work of art” in the wake of minimalism (Cahen-Maurel 2014, p.399). 
These aspects of romanticism carry through land art and postmodernism into contemporary art 
dealing with nature–in this thesis I suggest that the use of the framework of the liminal to 
discuss the quality of “perceptual opacity” avoids the problematic socio-cultural and historical 
baggage associated with the broader and less specific framework of romanticism. 
 
The postmodern “blind spot” in dealing with nature is equally problematic. Steven Shaviro 
(2014, p.1) makes the point that the anthropocentric viewpoint has become untenable not only in 
the face of the urgent realisation that the fate of humanity is deeply entwined with the fate of all 
sorts of non-human others, but also in the light of more recent scientific experiment and 
discovery which has established how closely related humanity is to all other living things on this 
planet. In this context, Shaviro argues, it is impossible to continue to consider ourselves unique. 
And yet anthropocentrism has persisted, even, in some views, solidly underlying 
postmodernism. Together the reliance on metaphors of romanticism, and the postmodern 
reliance on social construction contribute to an ongoing anthropocentric viewpoint within art. 
To solve the puzzle, I needed to turn elsewhere. 
 
Beginning in the last decade of the 20th  century, and gathering strength in the 21st, there has 
arisen a new wave of theory addressing the subject of the material world in both philosophy and 
artistic representation. Introducing their anthology mapping the contemporary shift to material 




Materialism’s demise since the 1970s has been an effect of the dominance of analytical 
and normative political theory on the one hand, and of radical constructivism on the 
other. These respective Anglophone and continental approaches have both been 
associated with a cultural turn that privileges language, discourse, culture and values. 
(Coole and Frost 2010, p.3)  
 
The anthropocentric bias that they highlight–privileging language, discourse, culture and 
values–is very clear. Coole and Frost go on to emphasise, however, that while the cultural turn 
encouraged neglect of “more obviously material phenomena and processes” (2010, p.3), it also 
problematised any straightforward representations of material experience as naïve or 
naturalistic. Coole and Frost also note that they believe that the conditions for coexistence in the 
21st century are critically dependent upon foregrounding the material and “reconfiguring our 
very understanding of the nature of matter” (Coole and Frost 2010, p.2). They argue that the set 
of philosophical frameworks called “new materialism” and “speculative realism” insist on 
active processes of materialisation, and on consideration of embodied humans as an integral part 
of those processes (Coole and Frost 2010, p.8). As an artist with a natural sciences background, 
and a strong sympathy with the rapidly growing field of realist but also speculative thought, I 
found that this approach, with its emphasis on speculation, promised a more fruitful path for 
engaging with, for example, Ken and Julia Yonetani’s or Olafur Eliasson’s art, than the 
dominant cultural theory of mainstream artworld discourse. 
 
Prior to the upsurge of art engaging with the natural world since the mid to late 1990s, the 
period of land art in the 1960s and ’70s constituted the most recent period in which art dealing 
with nature formed a prominent strand of visual art practice. With the exception of a few 
committed practitioners such as the Harrison Studio and Mel Chin in the US, and artists 
influenced by the land art movement such as Richard Long, Andy Goldsworthy and others, the 
timeline since the 1970s was patchy. A main concern in undertaking this research was to 
theorise both this apparent absence and its contemporary reversal, which has been building since 
the late 1990s.  
 
My focus has been on art dealing with the natural or more than human world that allows for 
approaches other than explicitly ideological or activist work. This investigation is supported by 
the writing of theorists such as Brian Massumi and Jill Bennett who have argued strongly for 
the importance of affect in art directed at achieving change (Massumi 1996 and 2015; Bennett 
2012), and similarly that of cultural theorist Bruno Latour who insists on the agency and 
inclusion of the non-human, encapsulated in the concept of a “parliament of things” (Latour 
2011) as a fundamental need in a new politics of nature: a non-anthropocentric form of political 
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thinking. Other theorists’ insights also support such thinking, such as Jean-Luc Nancy’s 
assessment of the limitations of the opposition between the aesthetic and the political (Nancy 
1997).  
 
Furthermore, philosopher of science Isabel Stengers has written that “the demands of 
materialism cannot be identified in terms of knowledge alone, scientific or other. Rather, just 
like the Marxist concept of class, materialism loses its meaning when it is separated from its 
relations with struggle” (Stengers 2011, p.368). To connect to materialist thinking, Stengers 
asks us to “wonder” about the world, to not allow our fixed conceptions to “explain away” what 
might complicate our judgements, but rather to see the potential in the spaces (liminal spaces) 
that are opened by letting awareness of the “experimental event” (the phenomenon within the 
practice, the exception rather than the rule (Stengers 2011, p.376)) upset our established 
categories and shift our theories. Wonder, according to Stengers, is not about mysticism, but 
rather engages with the true scientific experimental spirit, in which “experimental achievement 
[is] not … abstracted from the practice that produced it” (2011, p.376), but rather an acceptance 
that “nature has spoken” (2011, p.376). Stengers argues that we should not simply accept 
“conveniently settled” perspectives, but rather “see” other practices, and “wonder” (2011, 
p.380). She argues for intellectual openness: opening to possibilities of new knowledge and new 
insights into reality (Bryant, Srnicek and Harman 2011, p.15). Stengers uses the term in relation 
to scientific experimental enquiry to mean a radical openness to speculation; openness to a non-
binary view that rejects the “transcendent power attributed to abstract discursive reasoning” 
(Stengers 2011, p.378), and recognises that diverse “practices do not contradict each other [but 
rather] they have divergent ways of having things and situations matter” (2011, p.378). The 
concept denotes an openness towards the “imbroglio, perplexity and messiness of a worldly 
world”, and connects materialism with “the many struggles that are necessary against what 
simplifies away our worlds in terms of idealist judgements about what would ultimately matter 
and what would not” (2011, p.371). Wonder is a key concept in this thesis because it offers a 
portal into the spaces of liminal thought. Wonder also serves to connect art with social enquiry.  
 
Describing wonder another way, Latour speaks of extending the broader field of social enquiry 
or humanities by “turning ‘the solid objects of today into their fluid states’ so as to render 
visible the network of relations that produces them” (Bennett 2012, p.5). And yet approaches to 
the intangible or indeterminate in art dealing with nature, which might allow just the “openness” 
or “fluid states” that Stengers and Latour call for, have been particularly difficult for artists to 
attempt with credibility, beset as they have tended to be with suspicion of the shortcomings and 




This thesis, then, constitutes an argument for credible avenues by which art engaging with 
nature through indeterminacy and uncertainty can be discussed: avenues which are based in 
material thinking, wonder, and liminal spaces. Investigating the concept of the liminal formed 
the initial basis for the thesis. The liminal has already provided a strategy to approach 
contemporary art dealing with other subjects that has allowed investigation and positive 
interpretation of the ambiguous and indeterminate: for example in the work of Jarrett Martineau 
and Eric Ritskes in their investigations of decolonial aesthetics in Indigenous art practices which 
utilise “liminal spaces of fugitivity” to visualise a “decolonizing trajectory into freedom” (2014, 
p.IV). Gerhard Richter has used the strategy of the liminal to ‘open’ his acclaimed historical 
works—Richter has stated that achieving a proper ‘openness’ is what he aims for in his 
‘pictures’ (Buchloch 2009, p.28). Richter’s strategy is discussed at length in chapter 2. The term 
has been widely used in narratives of postcolonialism, displacement, minoritarianism, 
peripheralisation, and exclusion (Bugeja 2012, p.3). My research, acknowledging the 
contemporary turn to the ecological, led me to the rapidly evolving contemporary theoretical 
areas of the new realisms and materialisms, with their speculative components. These areas of 
philosophical thought, emphatically not a return to pre-critical thinking, but rather a shift in 
focus to the material world, retain aspects of the critical and linguistic turns while at the same 
time they “recuperat[e] the pre-critical sense of ‘speculation’ as a concern with the ‘absolute’ ... 
a speculative wager on the possible returns from a renewed attention to reality itself” (Bryant, 
Srnicek and Harman 2011, p.3). In applying these concepts to art dealing with nature, new 
materialist and realist modes of thinking not only generate a strong sense of expanding 
possibilities of form, including approaches emphasising the liminal, but also constitute nothing 
less than a paradigm shift in the approach of works and theory to the natural world.  
 
Art theorist Jill Bennett, explaining her notion of practical aesthetics, suggests that practical 
aesthetics: 
 
reflects a tension in art’s orientation towards the world of practical action. Deleuze 
captures its essence in his evocation of the “affection image” as one that stops short of 
action, embodying precisely that which occupies the interval between a troubling 
perception and a hesitant action. (Bennett 2012, pp.3-4) 
 
This liminal field, where the artist or viewer occupies “the interval between a troubling 
perception and a hesitant action” is a vital theme of artworks influenced by new materialist and 
speculative realist thinking, particularly fertile in generating and empowering artistic 
investigations of the entanglement of the non-human and the human, the nature of matter and 




New materialist and speculative realist thought 
Contemporary thinkers (Peter Gratton 2014; Harold Fromm 2009; Manuel DeLanda 2009; Levi 
Bryant; Nick Srnicek and Graham Harman 2011) have found that philosophical thought has had 
limited capacity to address the environmental crises of our contemporary world. Bryant, Srnicek 
and Harman, discussing the longstanding “anti-realist” trends of “phenomenology, 
structuralism, post-structuralism, deconstruction, and postmodernism” in continental philosophy 
with their “focus on discourse, text, culture, consciousness, power, or ideas as what constitutes 
reality”, note that “despite the vaunted anti-humanism of many of the thinkers identified with 
these trends ... humanity remains at the centre of these works, and reality appears in philosophy 
only as the correlate of human thought” (Bryant, Srnicek and Harman 2011, pp.2-3). They go on 
to identify “a problem in how well these modes of thinking deal with ecological catastrophe, 
and the increasing infiltration of technology into our daily world ... a danger that this dominant 
anti-realist strain of thinking might actively limit the capacities of philosophy in our time” 
(Bryant, Srnicek and Harman 2011, p.3). 
 
These authors suggest that “speculative turn” thinkers have “begun speculating once more about 
the nature of reality independently of thought and of humanity more generally” (2011, p.3). In a 
similar vein, philosopher Peter Gratton points out that realist philosophers such as Iain Hamilton 
Grant, Jane Bennett, and Elisabeth Grosz argue for a “realist naturalism to overcome the years 
of not-so-benign neglect of nature by continental philosophy” (Gratton 2014, p.8), involving: 
 
an important reversal of political thinking: previously, it was viewed that political 
differences hid under the guise of being natural–class and social differences, such as 
between women and men, are thus said to be part of the order of things–but these 
thinkers argue the defeat of these faux naturalisms should be done with a better 
naturalism, not a retreat from the real through analyses of social discourses. (Gratton 
2014, p.8) 
 
In response to concerns such as these, the new materialists and speculative realists have taken 
up the question of the material world in a manner that re-evaluates the place of subjectivity in 
contemporary philosophy. This also necessitates a rethinking of the sources of ethics with 
respect to the natural world. In the words of political scientist William E. Connolly, there has 




from classical conceptions of command or derived morality [to] an ethic of cultivation 
grounded in care for this world … a care derived not from a higher source or a 
transcendental subject ... but through a positive ethos and practices of cultivation ... 
[Such care] gives some priority to the human estate, but does so by emphasising our 
manifold entanglements with nonhuman processes. (Connolly 2013, p.399). 
 
Bryant, Srnicek and Harman maintain that the speculative turn is emphatically “not a return to 
pre-critical philosophy, with its dogmatic belief in the powers of pure reason” (2011, p.3), but 
rather, while retaining key features of the critical and linguistic turns, it “recuperates the pre-
critical sense of ‘speculation’ as a concern with the ‘absolute’” (2011, p.3). Harman, one of the 
original contributors to the movement to realism and materialism at the 2007 conference titled 
“Speculative Realism” at Goldsmith’s College, University of London, insists that the four 
philosophical strands that constituted the original umbrella term of “speculative realism”–now 
seen as Quentin Meillassoux’s speculative realism, Harman’s own Object Oriented Ontology, 
Iain Hamilton-Grant’s “neo-vitalism”, and Ray Brassier’s radical nihilism (Harman 2018, p.4)–
are united, despite their differences, by the fact that all are realisms, positing, in contrast to 
phenomenology, structuralism, and most subsequent schools of 20th century philosophy, that 
phenomena do not depend on the mind to exist (Shaviro 2014, p.4). In addition all four are 
speculative (Harman 2018, p.6). All oppose the centrality of correlationism, or the reduction of 
every phenomenon or thing to a question of human access to the world (Shaviro 2014, p.6), 
which Meillassoux traces to Kant and Hume (Harman 2018, p.4). In doing so, all oppose 
anthropocentrism. 
 
These new modes of thinking exchange ideas with the sciences, sociology, ethics, even 
economics, as well as with art, and effectively constitute a paradigm shift in the history of our 
relations to the natural world. In art, the shift to new materialist or speculative realist thinking in 
its various forms has supported a contemporary resurgence of art dealing with the natural world, 
even, to a limited extent, rehabilitating the long critically-derided form of “landscape”, and has 
also produced a new approach to and focus on the material, particularly, but not limited to, the 
materials of the natural world. The perception of matter is altered in such a way that “notions of 
matter as dead or secondary to imposed form are replaced by an evolutionary model in which 
there is vitality in energy/matter complexes from the start” (Connolly 2013, p.399), a viewpoint 
evident in the thinking of Jane Bennett (2010a, 2010b), and discussed in more detail in chapter 
6. 
 
New materialisms and speculative realism share fundamental ideas of realism, non-
anthropocentrism, and a recognition of contingency and entanglement. Meillassoux, originator 
18 
 
of “speculative realism”, constructs contingency as the only metaphysics. Rick Dolphijn and Iris 
van der Tuin see the whole materialist school of thought as a new metaphysics (Dolphijn and 
van der Tuin 2012, p.13), suggesting that “new materialism has proven to be capable of 
breaking through the transcendental and humanist traditions that are haunting a cultural theory 
standing on the brink of the post-postmodern era” (Dolphijn and van der Tuin 2012, p.94). 
Writer and philosopher Justin Clemens sees “a thoroughgoing hostility to the Kantian critical 
heritage, at every level, and especially the latter’s alleged anthropomorphism, subject-
centredness, and representationalism”; as well as a “return to objects, to things-in-themselves, or 
what Meillassoux himself designates as ‘the Great Outdoors’ outside any subjective relation” 
(Clemens 2013, p.57). These new materialisms remove Kant’s grounding of understanding in 
the limits of human cognition, and instead ground the natural world in its own “dynamic, 
temporal and process character of systems and things” (Connolly 2013, p.399). They also 
completely redefine the notion of subjectivity. Thus, the new materialists “neither erase the 
human subject nor restrict it entirely to human beings/God” (Connolly 2013, p.399). These 
philosophies “treat the human subject as a real formation that is also not the fundamental 
ground of things [but] instead seek to project degrees of subjectivity and agency well beyond 
the human estate, far into the biosphere” (Connolly 2013, pp.399-400, my emphasis). 
 
The romantic sublime 
 
Connolly (2013) notes that new materialist philosophy has a strong ethical register. Harman, in 
his analysis of Meillassoux’s position, cites him as adopting a metaphysics of absolute 
contingency (Harman 2011a, p.83), thus effectively erasing the underpinnings of Kant’s theory 
of the sublime and indeed of any ground or deeply hidden meaning to processes or events. 
Harman notes: 
 
[T]he third pillar of Meillassoux’s argument is the key to all the rest: the necessity of 
contingency. His strategy is to transform our supposed ignorance of things-in-
themselves into an absolute knowledge that they exist without reason, and that the laws 
of nature can change at any time for no reason at all. (Harman 2011a, p.81) 
 
This effectively puts humans, or at least a human-centric world, out of the picture. Harman goes 
on to say: 
 
[T]he doctrine of finitude usually leads directly to belief in a hidden reason. The fact 
that it lies beyond human comprehension merely increases our belief in this arbitrarily 
chosen concealed ground. By defending anew the concept of absolute knowledge 
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Meillassoux evacuates the world of everything hidden. The reason for things having no 
reason is not that the reason is hidden, but that no reason exists. Thus ... he rejects the 
other Liebnizian principle of sufficient reason. Everything is simply what it is, in purely 
immanent form, without deeply hidden causes. (Harman 2011a, p.82, my emphasis) 
 
Meillassoux therefore establishes contingency as the fundamental principle of this new 
metaphysics, which places us inextricably in a liminal, indeterminate zone. Certainties are 
absolutely unfixed. Meillassoux’s thinking also effectively demolishes the idea of the sublime 
which placed human thought and feeling at the centre of meaning. 
 
Nonetheless, Kant’s formulation of the sublime has endured in art theory until the present day, 
particularly in the application of the concept to works depicting the natural world. The “abstract 
sublime” of Mark Rothko, Clyfford Still, Barnett Newman and Jackson Pollock (Rosenblum 
1961) formed a modern version of the sublime, modifying but not rejecting the romantic 
sublime. In the late 20th century, Jacques Derrida and Jean-Francois Lyotard also formulated a 
contemporary vision of the sublime as a limit and other, which retains the “romantic feeling for 
the vast and unlimited” (Shaw 2006, p.115), but “marks a turn away from the romantic 
emphasis on sublimity as the religious or noumenal ‘other’ of human conception” (Shaw 2006, 
p.119). Shaw states that “for Lyotard, the sublime is conceived as a disruptive event, forcing 
critical thought to a crisis” (Shaw 2006, p.130), which sidesteps the concept of transcendence. 
Shaw also acknowledges Lyotard’s indebtedness to Kant: 
 
Though Derrida, de Man, and Lyotard display scepticism towards the Kantian 
tradition, they continue to work within its parameters … If the tone of the so-called 
‘post-modern sublime’ is less positive, less routinely convinced of the transcendental 
significance of the sublime, its meanings and structures continue to be informed by the 
findings of the past. (Shaw 2006, p.7) 
 
Kant’s model of the romantic sublime has essentially governed the conception of the sublime in 
art relating to the natural world up until the end of the 20th century; and the sublime, in the 21st 
century, remains for many the first theoretical response to imagery of the natural world that 
depicts liminal conditions of light, atmospherics, and space, particularly when allied to 
representations of “landscape”. As will be discussed in chapter 3, postmodern deconstructive 
thinking revealed how issues of colonialism, power and class, as well as transcendence and 
theology, are embedded in the landscape genre. These associations led to a suppression of 
traditional landscape imagery during the postmodern period, but also to productive and 
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exploratory methods of approaching the theme of the natural world in ways that avoided too 
close an association with the tradition of “landscape” as a form.  
 
Now, in the first decades of the 21st century, the philosophical revolution that has been 
presented by the new materialist and speculative realist forms of thinking has opened anew a 
broader range of approaches to the depiction of the natural world in art. The focus has shifted 
from the transcendent and the critical to an emphasis on the relational nature of matter, 
including the forces and processes that shape the natural world, with considerations of 
contingency, immanence and entanglement at the forefront of thinking. It is in the context of 
this shift in thinking that I explore the role and concept of the liminal. Shaw cites the derivation 
of the term “sublime” as “sub” (up to) and “limen” (lintel, literally the top piece of a door) 
(Shaw 2006, p.1), and “limen”, of course, also forms the origin of the term “liminal”. The 
sublime is positioned in this thesis as a particular historical form of the liminal, and it is the 
broader concept of the liminal, within the context of the new realist and speculative forms of 
thought, and changed contemporary understandings of nature, that is investigated here. 
 
The research question 
 
In the context of the tensions expressed above, this thesis investigates the concept of the liminal 
in contemporary visual art, particularly in those forms of art that seek new relationships with the 
natural world in terms of the intangible, the indeterminate, the unrepresentable and the 
contingent. Taking up ideas from the thinking of Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattari, Isabelle 
Stengers, Jane Bennett, Elizabeth Grosz, Bruno Latour, and recent thinkers of a realist, 
materialist and speculative persuasion such as Quentin Meillassoux, Graham Harman, Levi 
Bryant, Ray Brassier, Steven Shaviro and others, the thesis seeks to contribute to the current 
critical shift in thinking about visual art that deals with nature, beyond traditional aesthetic 
theories of landscape art, thinking instead through the liminal.  
 
Deleuze and Guattari’s thinking underlies the investigation of the concept of the liminal 
throughout the entire thesis, providing concepts and language through which to discuss 
contemporary movements in art. Throughout the thesis, the thought of Deleuze and Guattari 
forms a constant thread illuminating the effect and character of the liminal space, the centrality 
of the notions of “lines of flight” and “becoming”, and linking the liminal to potential 
transformation. Their thought also underlies the thinking of the new materialisms, making their 
philosophy fundamental to the entire argument of the thesis. The potential for transformation 
theorised by Deleuze and Guattari, and the notion of becoming which they explicate, lie at the 
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core of the concept of the liminal, and empower the political import of many of the diverse 
forms of contemporary art dealing with nature. 
 
Martin Heidegger’s thinking is also relevant to both German romanticism and the transition to 
more contemporary thinking via Deleuze and Guattari, and has influenced the practice of artists 
such as Richter and Tillers. However, I have not investigated Heidegger’s philosophy here; I 
have aimed to move beyond romanticism, and Heidegger’s historical associations with the rise 
of anti-Semitism in Germany open too many issues tangential to this investigation. More 
importantly, his conceptual base and language have already been absorbed by and transposed to 
a more contemporary frame in the thinking of Deleuze and Guattari. My research for this thesis 
is not focused on philosophy per se, but rather deals with contemporary shifts in art and critical 
reception. Therefore I use the work of these philosophers not as a philosopher myself, but as an 
arts writer and historian, investigating specific art practices through the lens of the language 
developed by these thinkers. The thinking of Deleuze and Guattari in particular, but also 
Stengers, Latour, Bennett and Grosz, is drawn upon to support the development of an 
alternative, contemporary frame to the art-historical tradition of romanticism when dealing with 
works relating to nature. 
 
In examining the contemporary usage and meanings of the term “liminal”, I analyse artworks 
and artists that utilise the liminal space as a major part of their strategy. The focus is primarily 
on works dealing with nature–works that, because of their visual characteristics, may previously 
have been classified as romantic, a frame I suggest is no longer adequate to deal with 
contemporary issues. The context of the project is the renewed interest in nature and the 
paradigmatic shifts in philosophical thinking that have accompanied and underlain this cultural 
phenomenon. Contemporary philosophies of a material or realist persuasion have created a 
space for discussion of such art practices without invoking the traditional terminology of the 
romantic sublime or the discourses of power or colonialism. Instead the focus is on the liminal 
space created for and by the viewer, the manner in which it is created, and the manner in which 
this space functions within a context of materialist and speculative thinking and Stengers’ 
concept of “wonder”. I suggest that these strands together offer a contemporary framework for 
art dealing with nature which has the potential to displace romanticism, with its theological and 
anthropocentric certainties and its 19th century political overtones, and offer instead an 
acknowledgement of uncertainty, entanglement, immanence and contingency, leaving 
speculation open. My intention is to focus on the ability of art to open and explore a sense of a 
threshold within a 21st century frame, acknowledging material and ecological thinking while 





Structure of the thesis 
 
In the broadest sense this thesis investigates the concept of the liminal space as a framework for 
understanding contemporary art–particularly artworks dealing with nature. Stengers’ injunction 
to “wonder” (Stengers 2011) suggests an openness to speculation, to “seeing” other than in 
already defined ways, to being open to disorientation, discovery, and transformation of thought. 
I conclude that it is the function of the liminal space to enable the sensation of “wonder”, and 
that it is this function which gives the liminal space its political import. 
 
Chapter 1 discusses the concept of the liminal: its use as a descriptor in contemporary art, its 
derivation from anthropology, its meaning and place in theory, and particularly the key role 
played by the potential for transformation that is characteristic of a liminal space. Investigating 
the role of the liminal in contemporary art practice, I introduce the language and concepts of 
Deleuze and Guattari throughout the chapter–language that continues throughout the thesis. I 
introduce the link between the concept of the liminal and art dealing with nature, and the 
contemporary crises of the Anthropocene period. The chapter also deals with the methodology 
of the research undertaken, and briefly introduces a number of contemporary artists utilising the 
liminal as a crucial concept in their work, before introducing the two major artists I look at in 
later chapters, Gerhard Richter and Imants Tillers. 
 
Chapter 2 looks in detail at the work of Gerhard Richter, an artist born in East Germany and 
initially practising in the tradition of socialist realism, but who, on moving to the West, entered 
the Western art world, in an art-historical sense, at the rise of pop art. His career then continued 
to bridge the transition from modernism to postmodernism, and into contemporary practice. 
Richter’s highly and deliberately diverse oeuvre is analysed from the point of view of the 
placement of the viewer in a liminal space, and the use of this liminal placement to, in his 
words, “after all effect something by painting” (Buchloch 2009, p.25). Famously anti-
ideological, Richter consciously seeks to displace certainty and open the frame, and his work 
has been both controversial and highly acclaimed. As well as focusing on Richter’s “history 
paintings” and other aspects of his practice, such as abstracts, I discuss his less acclaimed 
landscape works and discussion of this form with critics. Richter’s insistence on the validation 
of nature as an important subject in painting is explored in tandem with the tensions (and 
continuities) this raises with romanticism and its devaluing in postmodern critique. 
 
In chapter 3 I focus on changing understandings of the term “nature” in the Western context, 
and forms of visual art addressing nature in the late 20th century. Canvassing the cultural and 
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social biases historically supported by the form of landscape, I extend this general discussion to 
consider two examples of the Australian colonial landscape tradition, and then briefly address 
the complexities raised for artists by the historic and continuing association of ideas of 
spirituality in nature, which have tended, in a secular society, to introduce tensions into the 
representation of landscape and nature. Prefiguring the following chapter, I engage with the 
shift in perspective on nature as a subject that was embodied in land art in the 1960s and ’70s, 
and which to some extent prefigured postmodernism, closing with a reflection on the liminal 
space in relation to art dealing with nature–connecting the concerns of landscape and 
environmental art practice since the mid 20th century with ideas of the liminal. 
  
In chapter 4, I look more closely at the movement of land art in the 1960s and ’70s, which has 
been described as changing the direction of art dealing with nature. Presenting the shift that 
occurred with this movement from the culturally inflected forms of 19th and early 20th century 
landscape painting, and noting the manner in which artistic works dealing with the land changed 
with this movement through an examination of several iconic land art works, the chapter leads 
into a discussion of the relationship of the movement with postmodern thinking, as well as 
romanticism. The chapter closes with a discussion of the central role of the liminal space in land 
art, its transformative potential, and the differences evident between the preoccupations of the 
land art movement and those of contemporary art dealing with nature. 
 
Following the discussion of postmodernism and the movement towards contemporary art 
dealing with nature in chapters 3 and 4, I examine the work of Imants Tillers (chapter 5), 
renowned as an Australian postmodern artist who has come to deal more and more in recent 
years with place, nature, and landscape. Tillers’ works, particularly those dealing with nature, 
have attracted critical responses that refer to elements of romanticism evoked through 
resemblance to or use of romantic forms. Tillers does not dispute his interest in romanticism (he 
uses imagery and text “borrowed” from romantic artists, poets, and philosophers), yet he refuses 
romanticism’s certainties, instead posing multiple possible interpretations within each image, 
acknowledging complexity and uncertainty, the indeterminate, the sociological and political, 
and the ecological: a placement of multiple destinations, as well as the (transcendent, 
theological, numinous) unknown. I interpret Tillers’ work through the liminal space, noting the 
openness and multiple “lines of flight” he creates in these paradoxically dense canvases. 
 
Chapter 6 approaches recent developments in the theorising of nature and the entangled 
relations of the human and non-human (including the inanimate), and the implications of these 
developments for contemporary art. I overview the recent theoretical developments of the new 
materialisms and speculative realism, which visualise a return to the material and the real, and 
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the return of vitality to matter, emphasise contingency and the relationality of the human and 
non-human, dispense with anthropocentrism and establish an altered mode of subjectivity, and 
again open a space for speculative thinking in this sphere, a space which connects directly with 
the liminal space. I also look briefly at the work of a number of contemporary artists through 
liminal, material and speculative thinking. 
 
Finally, in chapter 7 I undertake a detailed review through the material lens of two works by 
contemporary artists—Olafur Eliasson and Minik Rosing’s Ice Watch (2014), and Tacita Dean’s 
When I First Raised the Tempest, No. 17599 (2016)—attempting to locate and understand the 
encounter produced by these works in terms of the liminal space and its potential for political 
impact. In seeking finally to establish the political potency of work dealing with nature through 
the indeterminate and uncertain, the concluding chapters lean on Massumi’s work linking affect 
and the political, and Michel Serres’ and Latour’s work advocating for a changed approach to 
nature and politics.  
 
In conclusion, I draw out a number of threads linking transformation, affect, wonder, and 
political import, all operating through the liminal. Throughout the thesis I review artists whose 
practices operate through the liminal, particularly those artists applying this framework to art 
dealing with nature; examination of their work has established a continuous, though 
transforming, thread of liminal thinking from romanticism through land art (with its strong 
conceptual influence) and postmodernism, to new materialism and speculative realism. I aim to 
shift the 19th century romantic frame, which I see as currently limiting the critical reception of 
work dealing with nature, into a more contemporary form. I therefore focus instead on the 
operation and functions of the liminal space in contemporary art, particularly the qualities of 
speculation, wonder, and potential transformation which the concept of the liminal enables. And 
I conclude by tying these strands to political import, a characteristic of critical importance for 






The Concept of the Liminal  
 
Background and significance of the liminal 
 
This chapter introduces the concept of the liminal as it applies to contemporary art, investigating 
the contemporary usage and meanings of the term, and identifying and analysing artworks and 
artists occupying the liminal space as a major part of their art making strategy, particularly with 
respect to works dealing with nature. In this thesis I will utilise the concept of the liminal to 
discuss the current groundswell of art dealing with nature. As is now widely acknowledged, we 
are, globally, at a threshold of species loss, plastics pollution, climate change, soil and water 
contamination, food security and equity, and other interrelated environmental and social issues. 
A sense of urgency, portent and indeterminacy is therefore invoked in much contemporary art 
dealing with nature, and I consider that the language and techniques of romanticism are no 
longer adequate or sufficiently relevant to discuss these contemporary works, despite many 
bearing a visual resemblance to romantic forms. It is to address this lack that I propose the 
concept of the liminal as a frame within which to consider this work. 
 
Since the late 1990s, the concept of liminality has been used with increasing regularity in 
writing on contemporary visual art, and other artforms such as performance art: in the writing of 
critics, reviewers and curators, and also that of artists themselves. For example, Susan 
Broadhurst, writing of performance theory, uses the term liminal to describe certain types of 
performance art and music, noting as quintessential aesthetic features of the liminal 
“hybridisation, indeterminacy, a lack of ‘aura’ and the collapse of the heirarchical distinction 
between high and popular culture” (Broadhurst 1999, p.1). Broadhurst also refers to marginality, 
and a leaning towards the chthonic amongst other traits of liminality. However, despite this 
increase in usage, definitions of the liminal are variable. In this sense, clarifying the meaning of 
the liminal, and establishing its theoretical bases and its relevance in particular areas of 
contemporary arts practice, will fill a gap in the theoretical literature.  
 
The extent to which the concept of the liminal has become a significant characteristic of much 
contemporary art is reflected in the comments of art critic and sociologist, Nikos Papastergiadis 
(2012). Reviewing art historian Terry Smith’s book Contemporary Art: World Currents (2011), 
Papastergiadis states that “contemporary artists now claim that boundaries need to be blurred, or 
at least criss-crossed. Hence, the qualities of formlessness, openness, ambiguity and contingency 
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are the new ‘traits’ that distinguish contemporary art” (Papastergiadis 2012, p.152). Although he 
does not employ the term directly, Papastergiadis, like many critics and artists, is referring to the 
liminal identities of our post-national and globalised world. While most current interest in the 
concept of the liminal is due to the social and cultural consequences of globalisation, this thesis 
investigates the liminal space in contemporary art from a particular perpective: art relating to 
nature and the environment. While not discounting the human sociological or political contexts, 
sexuality and the body, religion and spirituality or postcolonial perspectives, the focus of this 
thesis is the natural world. However, the work of any particular artist is, of course, in the spirit 
of blurring boundaries, of Papastergiadis’ “formlessness, openness, ambiguity and contingency”, 
likely to be inflected to some degree by these other categories, and this certainly applies to both 
artists on whose work the majority of my focus in this thesis is applied: Imants Tillers and 
Gerhard Richter. 
 
In other contexts, some critics see the extent of use of the term “liminal” as problematic. In the 
field of postcolonial writing, Norbert Bugeja suggests the term has been so over-used that there 
is a danger that it has become “an ideal cover for globalist agendas” (2012, p.4). Bugeja 
contends: 
 
Over the past twenty years or so [the liminal] has, quite fashionably, come to stand in as 
synecdochal for anything from discourses of emancipation, minoritarianism, 
displacement, peripheralisation, and resistance to states of exclusion from modes of 




A distinct rhetoric of “The Transformative Power of the In-Between” has long since 
become common currency in the field, with “threshold concepts” such as translation, 
ambivalence, negotiation, and, arguably, transnationalism being positively constructed 
as principles of difference; ways in which something other, something new, can emerge. 
(Bugeja 2012, p.3) 
 
Here Bugeja connects the concept of liminality to a further set of definitions–translation, 
ambivalence, negotiation, and transnationalism–and points to the “danger, in Isabel Soto’s 
words, ‘of seeing liminality everywhere and conferring on it the status of a universal or an 
archetype’” (Bugeja 2012, p.3).  
 
Because the liminal is relatively new as a conceptual category in visual art relating to nature, 
there is a need to define the term adequately in order to avoid a similar over-extension of 
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meaning in this field. Integral to the concept of the liminal space is the potential for 
transformation. Although traceable to the ancient Greeks, liminality is a concept first used in 
modernity in 1908 by anthropologist Arnold van Gennep to describe a transformative stage in 
tribal rituals (van Gennep 2004). The association between liminality and transformation is key 
to the significance of the concept of the liminal space in art practice, but transformation is not 
always positive, as Bugeja suggests in referring to an implied “positive construction” associated 
with the term. Anthropologist Victor Turner, in the classic essay “Betwixt and Between: the 
Liminal Period in Rites of Passage” (1967), elaborates upon van Gennep’s structural 
classification of ritual, noting that: “liminal personae nearly always and everywhere are 
regarded as polluting to those who have never been … ‘inoculated’ against them, through 
having themselves been initiated into the same state” (p.7). To construct the liminal state 
leading to the process of transformation as always positive is, as Bugeja points out, somewhat 
misleading, and in art relating to nature, as in the writing related to globalisation which Bugeja 
discusses, although the potential for transformation may be very real, the outcome of that 
process is not necessarily a positive one. I suggest that contemporary visual art practices dealing 
with nature in fact often carry a negative loading, in the sense that they often, as discussed in 
chapter 6, bear overtones of mourning, or even of the elegiac. Nonetheless the transformation 
produced by them may be positive, particularly in the political realm. 
 
Defining the liminal 
 
Anthropologist and sociologist Arpad Szakolczai (2009, p.142) argues that the concept of the 
liminal is one of the oldest concepts in Western philosophy, contained in Anaximander’s first 
fragment, developing a central category of Pythagorean thought, and discussed by Plato and 
Aristotle. Szakolczai notes (citing Patočka 1983) that the “Latin ‘limit’ is equivalent to Greek 
‘peras’, so ‘liminal’ in the sense of removing the limit is identical to ‘apeiron’, the famous ‘first 
word’ of Greek philosophy” (Szakolczai 2009, p.142). Szakolczai attributes the lack of visibility 
of the concept in Western philosophy from the Enlightenment to the 20th century (when it was 
again brought forward by van Gennep and subsequently Turner) largely to the influence of 
Immanuel Kant (2009, p.142), suggesting that Kant’s focus on an effort “to fix human thought 
and behavior within its proper limits” within a world perceived as “chaotic and impenetrable” 
introduced a negativity towards the “unlimited” (Szakolczai 2009, pp.142-143). 
 
When van Gennep first coined the term liminal in a modern sense in 1909 in The Rites of 
Passage (van Gennep 2004; see also: Throop 2003, Buchanan 2010, Turner 1967), he used it to 
describe the state in which participants are placed in various tribal rituals of passage or 
transition (for example, between childhood and adulthood): a state of becoming (Deleuze and 
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Guattari 2011, pp.232-309) rather than being. Van Gennep described ritual as having a three-
phase structure: firstly, rites of separation (from previous practices and states); secondly, rites of 
transition (liminal rites) which involve passing through a threshold; and finally, rites of 
incorporation or post-liminal rites (Thomassen 2009, p.23). The transformative potential of the 
liminal state is clearly delineated in this context. 
 
Following the writings of van Gennep (van Gennep 2004), and their later expansion by Turner 
(1967, 1969) in the field of sociology, the concept extended into various fields of the humanities 
and creative arts. It also became an important concept in postmodernism and postcolonialism, 
and now, in theorisations of globalisation. Diverse fields utilising the concept of the liminal 
include cinema and performance, photography, architecture, literature, and cultural and social 
sciences, amongst many others1. The term has also spread widely in writing on visual art2. The 
term has become so widespread in its use in contemporary art that, as flagged by Bugeja (2012) 
in the field of postcolonial literature, there is a danger that its use might be hyper-extended, and 
so lose its specificity of meaning. 
 
The etymology of the word liminal establishes a relationship between this term and the concept 
of the sublime, which also stems from the Latin root limen or lintel, literally the top piece of a 
door (Shaw 2006, p.1) or threshold. The liminal space is defined as “a ritual space or phase of 
transition in which a person is no longer what they were, but is not yet what they will be. The 
liminal is the in-between, the neither one thing nor the other” (Buchanan 2010, p.294). This 
definition, based on the theories of van Gennep and Turner, highlights the potential for 
transformation implicit in a liminal space. 
 
In this thesis, I position the sublime as a particular form of the liminal, associated with 19th 
century romantic thought. I discuss romanticism in greater depth than the sublime, because the 
characteristics and associations of romanticism (which I see as out of step with contemporary 
times) tend to override the more specific meanings of the sublime, and to some extent devalue 
 
1 Example publications include Kickasola (2004), Zizek (1997), Engelman (2011), McKenzie (2004), Breder (1995) 
and Broadhurst (1999), discussing cinema and performance; Dados (2010) on photography; Zimmerman (2008) on 
architecture; Kamberelis (2004), Kalua (2007), Kozin (2009), Woodward (2006), Wenzel (2006), and McHugh and 
Hambaugh (2010) discussing literature; and Herman (2005), Lang (2012) and Lollar (2010), discussing cultural and 
social sciences.  
 
2 Curators, art writers and critics using the term include Jeff Malpas (2007) in his catalogue essay for the exhibition 
Liminality, at the Carnegie Gallery, Hobart; James Campbell (2005) in his essay “Thinking Liminality: Karilee 
Fuglem, Between the Visible and the Invisible” in ETC Magazine; Robert Storr (2010) in his TATE Gallery 
publication on Gerhard Richter’s September; John Curley (2010), in his chapter in Mehring, Nugent and Seydl’s 
book on Richter’s early work; Zara Stanhope’s (2008) catalogue essay for the exhibition titled Woo Awful Grandeur 
at Boutwell Draper Gallery, Sydney; Sharon Butler’s (2010) interview with Vija Celmins in the internet newspaper 
Huffington Post; Aimee Le Duc’s (2008) article “The Liminal Art Space in Camerawork”; and Ann-Marie Tully’s 
(2011) article in Image and Text on contemporary South African visual art. 
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imagery utilising liminal qualities such as indeterminacy, ambiguity or visual uncertainty. In 
addition, the theological associations of the romantic sublime render the concept problematic in 
the secular 20th-21st century West, another aspect which tends to detract from the critical value 
of these forms of visually indeterminate work, commonly associated with landscape and nature. 
Viewing this work through the lens of the liminal, rather than the sublime, opens new 
possibilities for appreciation, and sidesteps this issue. 
 
In post-colonial studies, the concept of “liminality” is drawn from the use in psychology of the 
term “limen”, here defined as the “threshold between the sensate and the subliminal, the limit 
below which a certain sensation ceases to be perceptible” (Ashcroft et al. 2000, p.106). 
Similarly, the medical definition of the term, based in the physicality of the body, and with an 
emphasis on the senses, is a useful formulation for visual art (and as an aside, redolent of the 
basis of phenomenological thinking). The Merriam-Webster Medical Dictionary (2012), offers 
the following definitions: 
 
1. of, or relating to a sensory threshold 
2. situated at a sensory threshold: barely perceptible 
3. of, or relating to, or being an intermediate state, phase or condition: in-between, 
transitional (as in the liminal state between life and death) 
(Jowitt 2012) 
 
This sense of the liminal as being at the edges of perception, at the margins of what is 
perceptible to the senses, and a transitional state or phase is central to my discussion in 
subsequent chapters. All these definitions involve the idea of a threshold between states or 
perceptions. The concept of a liminal state presupposes the existence of a boundary (Andrews 
and Roberts 2012, p.21), and the experience of crossing or being poised at the threshold is the 
liminal experience. 
 
In a slightly different, but also relevant, sense, in cultural theory, Dados considers the threshold 
as a “point of transgression punctuated by both potentiality and irreversibility” (Dados 2010, 
p.5), which relates to Deleuze and Guattari’s concept of becoming, which they envisage as a 
movement between points, but with “neither beginning nor end, departure nor arrival, origin nor 
destination” (Deleuze and Guattari 2011, p.293). Becoming is seen as an event or movement 
made possible by a liminal space, where perceptions are “unfixed” from familiar coordinates.   
 
Dados’s definition is an apt description of current perceptions of the crisis of global warming, 
although the “potentialities” in this case are generally negative. The configuration of the term as 
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“relating to a sensory threshold”, or “barely perceptible”, can be readily understood in terms of 
painting techniques, and will be used in analysis of artworks in later chapters.  
 
Nature and landscape  
 
Contemporary art relating to nature and the environment frequently focuses on concepts such as 
the entanglement of nature and humanity, uncertainty, even fear or mourning, depicting aspects 
of the current global ecological crisis, as well as elements or details of the natural world. The 
work takes many forms, but a not insignificant portion of this work reflects the traditional 
landscape genre, sometimes in a manner that visually resembles romantic landscape works. 
Painting and even photography are particularly subject to this perception. Discussing Australian 
landscape photography in her essay “Photography and Place”, Judy Annear suggests that 
historically there has been an inflection of heroic (masculine), nationalist and colonialist 
overtones in landscape photography practice (Annear 2011, p.3), an observation which could 
certainly be extended to include painting and other forms of landscape representation. 
 
Contemporary “landscape” work, however, consciously avoids the colonialist and nationalist 
discourses of power carried by earlier landscape practices (Mitchell, 2002) and at the same time 
seeks to avoid a return by default to the 18th and 19th century tropes of the romantic. Icelandic 
artist Rúrí’s Endangered Waters (2003) exemplifies this approach, removing from the romantic 
framework an inescapably romantic subject–waterfalls in the beautiful landscapes of Iceland–by 
exhibiting the scenes as archived photographs, in a museum-style display in a compactus 
storage unit (Figure 41). Nor do contemporary practices dealing with nature and landscape 
necessarily reflect the concerns of much of the 1960s and ’70s era land art, which tended to 
focus in an anthropocentric manner on experience, and in some cases reflected conceptualist or 
formalist notions (Westin 2012, p.2; Grande 2004, pp.xvii-xviii) as well as emphasising the 
dematerialisation of the art object. Contemporary work does not necessarily reflect the overtly 
activist/pedagogical ecological art also referred to by Grande. Monica Westin (2012), who 
argues for the impact of the aesthetic as a means to create a “civil contract” relationship between 
humankind and the natural world, argues that a new language (I prefer the term “framework”) is 
needed to discuss such contemporary works dealing with nature and landscape (p.3). This 
framework, I argue, is the liminal.  
 
In general terms, nature was largely overlooked as a subject in contemporary art in the last two 
decades of the 20th century–the focus at this time turned to language, the social, and the analysis 
of text. There were of course ongoing solid strains of practice deeply concerned with the 
environment and the environmental, such as the land art movement, Fluxus, and the post-
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minimalists. Nonetheless, in 1996, Cheryl Glotfelty and Harold Fromm observed of postmodern 
literary studies:  
 
If your knowledge of the outside world were limited to what you could infer from the 
major publications of the literary profession, you would quickly discern that race, class, 
and gender were the hot topics ... but you would never suspect that the earth’s life 
support systems were under stress. (Glotfelty and Fromm 1996, p.xvi)  
 
The same can be said of the postmodern influence on art practices and writing. In Western 
contemporary art since the mid to late 1990s, there has however been a significant increase in 
focus on issues of the natural sciences, particularly ecology, prompted in part by the broadly 
acknowledged environmental crises of the Anthropocene. These dramatic changes in the Earth 
system have provoked a renewed environmental consciousness in artists, but one that differs 
materially from the previous wave of this type of work associated with the 1960s and 1970s. 
The new work shifts the focus from one centred on the “conceptual relation between viewers 
and boundaries, inside and outside, centre and periphery” as defined in 1968 by Robert 
Smithson (Kastner and Wallis 2011, p.25) to one that addresses the new global and 
internationalist environment, as defined by Terry Smith (Smith T. 2011, pp.10-13). An 
emphasis on contingency, the non-human, global survival, and uncertainty about the future is 
evident in much of this contemporary work relating to the natural world. Nonetheless 
Smithson’s concept of the “dialectical landscape”, which emphasises the manifold and 
contingent relations between the landscape, viewer and culture (Kastner and Wallis, 2011, p.27) 
continues to be relevant. Smithson emphasises ambiguity and escaping the limitations of the 
rational:  
 
In Spiral Jetty the surd [an irrational number in mathematics] takes over and leads one 
into a world that cannot be expressed by number or rationality. Ambiguities are 
admitted rather than rejected, contradictions are increased rather than decreased–the 
alogos undermines the logos. Purity is put in jeopardy. (Holt 1979, p.113)  
 
Both of these strands of Smithson’s thinking can still be seen in contemporary art relating to 
nature, but they are accompanied by a change of focus to the material and the real, as 
epitomised in the new materialist, speculative, and realist strands of philosophy discussed in 
chapter 6. 
 
If we turn to work made about the nature and environment in the 21st century, Smith argues that 
we must consider that it also operates within the contexts of the contemporary condition in 
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which “the massive disruptions [of modernity] to natural ecosystems… now seem to threaten 
the survival of the Earth itself, [so that artists now have an] increased consciousness of our 
inescapably shared, mutually dependent existence on this fragile planet” (Smith T. 2011, p.13).  
 
Smith describes the contemporary condition in terms of a global awareness, as “a hope-filled 
enterprise, [which] comes from the whole world, and tries to imagine the world as a whole” 
(Smith T. 2011, p.13). Papastergiadis observes that when this approach to contemporaneity is 
placed together with the rapid expansion in the number of works dealing with environmental 
themes and the natural world, there is a “a new kind of political consumption and global 
environmental consciousness”, which produces “collaborative, immersant, boundless and 
dialogic works” (Papastergiadis 2012, p.155). Such work is often characterised by a changed 
perception of humanity’s relation to nature: it speaks from the perspective of immersion, 
interrelation, and mutual dependence, including what Smith refers to as an internationalist 
focus. I will argue that the concept of the liminal lends itself to both interpretation and 
production of these works as a tool to communicate the emerging understanding of 
embeddedness, relationality and contingency. The role of the liminal as a lens is to reveal the 
current awareness of connectedness and contingency, together with indeterminacy, ambiguity, 
and an element of formlessness, in attempts to visualise our future on Earth. 
 
Art and science 
 
This thesis argues that the concept of the liminal can be seen as a framework that is open to 
scientific as well as cultural inflections, to contingency and to contemporary philosophical ideas 
of new materialism that move beyond postmodern and postcolonial criticism to environmental 
and ecological concerns, and to elements of the metaphysical and social within the current 
theoretical acknowledgement of the more-than-human world. 
 
The notion of the liminal helps us think the “space between” the disciplines of art and science. 
The sciences have for many years exhibited an interest in bridging the divide between C.P. 
Snow’s Two Cultures (1961) (Snow was referring to the sciences and the humanities as 
disparate segments of Western intellectual life) and this interest is also reflected in the field of 
art. The philosophical frame of post-structuralism that has influenced the production of 
contemporary art has also influenced scientific fields, bringing the two disciplines closer 
together, and revealing significant fertile ground for interdisciplinary thinking. Sociologist Ben 
Agger argues that deconstruction helps to “reveal the values and interests suppressed far 
beneath the surface of science”, but notes that “a certain prejudice against science exists on the 
part of the deconstructors, who reject all objective analysis, not only the falsely 
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presuppositionless objectivism of positivism” (Agger 1991, pp.114-115). Agger proposes a 
compatibility between the two areas of thinking, overcoming, through the techniques of 
postmodern thinking, this tendency towards positivism. A louder voice comes from Bruno 
Latour, prominent theorist of science and technology studies, who argues for the concepts of 
assemblages and relations, insisting that both human and non-human agents must be included in 
an expanded notion of the body-politic, and that a new geo-social politics that encompasses the 
complex networks of relations that sustain life on Earth must be developed to enable life on this 
planet to be sustained (Latour 1993, 2004, 2005, 2009, 2011, 2013, 2018 and many other 
publications and lectures). In the same way that Latour proposes increasing engagement 
between science and the social, the topics of engagement between art and science are also 
broadening. Perhaps fifteen to twenty years ago, the subjects in art relating to the sciences that 
were considered topical were essentially anthropocentric (Gaynor and McLean 2005, pp.5, 8 
and 9); however, the natural environment has shifted everyone’s attention. Whereas in the early 
1990s it would barely have received a mention, “Climate Change: Art and Ecology” warrants an 
entire chapter in Terry Smith’s 2011 survey Contemporary Art: World Currents. 
 
The issue of climate change is particularly prominent within environmental concerns addressed 
by artists, and climate change can be usefully characterised as an issue in which the liminal 
figures prominently. The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC), in its 2007 
Fourth Assessment Report, uses the word “threshold” to refer to the point in time at which 
change becomes abrupt relative to the changes that occurred before the threshold. And the IPCC 
states further that this “can lead to a transition to a new state”. Headlines in recent years, for 
example in The Guardian on 8 October 2018 (Watts 2018), refer explicitly to the concept of a 
“tipping point” having been, or being, reached in regard to new research on the thawing of 
permafrost in Arctic regions, and the implications of this for ongoing acceleration of global 
warming and what The Guardian terms “climate change catastrophe”. These aspects of crossing 
a threshold that then leads to a new state are classic characteristics of a liminal phase.  
 
Climate change, then, can be perceived as a liminal moment in the history of the earth. It is a 
moment of transition, and the directions in which we are proceeding are unclear, their impact 
and outcomes indeterminate. While much modelling has been undertaken to predict the results 
of climate change around the world, scientists have still been surprised by outcomes that are 
already being observed–the accelerated rate of melt of the polar icecaps as a result of the loss of 
albedo effect (a mechanism in which extensive light coloured surfaces such as ice sheets 
increase the reflection of energy from the Earth’s surface), and now the extent of permafrost 
thaw, releasing accelerating volumes of methane (Gray 2018) which then engender feedback 
loops resulting in ever faster thaw, are very good examples of such outcomes. We know that we 
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stand at the edge of significant change and are perceived to be at or near a threshold position, 
but do not as yet know the extent and precise direction of these changes. The take-up of the term 
“the Anthropocene”, coined by the atmospheric chemist and Nobel laureate Paul Crutzen in 
2000 and used to describe our current geological epoch, indicates a belief that we stand at the 
brink of a new era, in which the non-human is observed to be inextricable from the human 
(Morton 2012). This understanding is increasingly reflected in the concerns of contemporary 
artists as discussed in later chapters.  
 
Liminality as methodology 
 
The core of the thesis is an analysis of the term “liminal” in the theory and practice of 
contemporary art, focusing closely on art relating to nature. The evolution of the concept of the 
liminal from its anthropological origins to its entry into the realm of contemporary art is first 
examined. Located within the field of anthropology, the writings of Victor Turner, and Arnold 
van Gennep before him, are critical in defining the concept of the liminal. It is from this 
platform that the term has passed into broader use in literature and into the visual and 
performing arts. Within the sphere of philosophy, Deleuze and Guattari’s approaches to the 
plane of immanence, becoming, and lines of flight are particularly relevant in helping to define 
the characteristics and manifestations of the liminal in visual art. Other theorists whose work 
assists in developing considerations of the liminal include the phenomenologists Maurice 
Merleau-Ponty and Edmund Husserl, for their analyses of embodied experience, and Jean 
Baudrillard on the void and illusion. I will introduce each of these approaches in the subsequent 
section, “The liminal in theory”. 
 
Many artists working with the liminal produce indistinct, dissolving images, often coupled with 
a luminous quality of light, and sometimes an emphasis on seemingly endless space or 
emptiness. These have previously been characterised as traditional romantic preoccupations, but 
they are used by contemporary artists in very different ways to the conventions of romantic 
landscape painters such as Joseph Mallord William Turner (1775-1851) or Caspar David 
Friedrich (1774-1840). For example, contemporary Australian artist Jude Rae creates a liminal 
effect largely through quality of light, reflections or transparency and a dissolving painted 
surface (the works are “stippled” and uneven, revealing tiny glimpses of the painted ground 
beneath), but also, somewhat paradoxically in these images of objects, there is an elusive sense 
of empty, but pregnant, space. A lack of focus, a sense of dissolution, and a heightened 
sensitivity to nuances of light, suggesting concealed energy, contribute to the sense of the 
liminal in Rae’s works. These may parallel earlier techniques, but the subject matter does 
anything but, and this insistence on (unromantic) materiality locates the work as contemporary 
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in its concerns. Rae’s work charges the quotidian objects she depicts in a seemingly objective 
manner with a kind of shimmering energy, an ‘otherness’ that provokes the viewer to look 
longer, to look beyond and through the object. There is a sense of ‘something more’, almost a 
living presence in these ‘ordinary’ material objects: an agency or presence, mute, non-human, 
which challenges and discomforts the viewer. Rae engages the liminal in placing the viewer in 












Another example is found in the work of Scottish artist Alison Watt, who creates a sense of 
space concealed within the folds and falls of drapery and utilises light qualities drawn from the 
Baroque to deepen the effect. A sense of indistinct focus is less significant here, but the subject 
matter and subjectivity of the artist are withdrawn, so that points of access are denied, and 
routes through the painting, and its interpretation, are elusive. The viewer is suspended in a 




Figure 3. Tacita Dean, Majesty, 2006, Gouache on photograph mounted on paper, 3000 X 4200 mm. 
 
In contemporary photography and film work, it is possible to list a number of artists. Tacita 
Dean (whose working method involves an explicit acknowledgement of chance and 
coincidence, accident, and poetic associations) (Manchester 2009), Isaac Julien, Anne Ferran, 
Rosemary Laing, and Michael Riley’s later work illustrate the strength of the idea of the liminal 
and also the principles of dissolution, luminosity, and endlessness or emptiness. All these 
practices share demonstrable links to the traits of formlessness, openness, ambiguity and 
contingency outlined by Papastergiadis (2012, p.152). 
 
Icelandic/Danish installation artist Olafur Eliasson creates a sense of the liminal by dissolving 
boundaries across space and place, locating the viewer “in the interstices … of various subject 
conditions” (Grynsztejn, Birnbaum, and Speaks 2002, p.92). Eliasson employs in a physical 
form many of the techniques and materials depicted by painters, such as mirrors, glass, fog, 
glowing light, reflections and translucency, as well as ethereal and shifting elements, such as 
water in all its states, to create works of transcendent beauty, but always anchored in the 
materiality of the construction of the piece. The maintenance of tension between material reality 
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and the transcendent distinguishes Eliasson’s works. However, approaches of dissolution, the 
formless or intangible, luminosity or darkness, indistinctness and so forth (all of which could be 
seen as romantic techniques) are not the only mechanisms that can create a liminal space. To 
illustrate other approaches, I include discussion of particular works by Imants Tillers and 
Gerhard Richter. Richter’s blurred images utilise a romantic trope of dissolution, but resist 
precise reading, evoking a suggestive presence or questioning never quite revealed–and above 
all a questioning of the content, provocations and implications of the image. They evoke 
interrogation rather than ecstasy. And Tillers, while frequently leaning on romantic source 
imagery, utilises fragmented text and imagery to create layering of elusive image and meaning. 
Again, Tillers provokes interrogation, presenting multiple viewpoints and perspectives, often 
conflicting, within a single canvas. The certainties of spiritual fulfilment or transcendence that 
characterised romanticism are nowhere to be found in the works of these artists, although 
(ironically for a “postmodern” artist who materially deconstructs romantic techniques) Tillers 
remains close to romantic content. The work of these artists is discussed in chapters 2 and 5. 
 
Identifying a small number of more recent contemporary artists for extended reading from the 
perspective of the liminal, I have selected artists whose work could be said to most clearly 
express this concept. Applying theoretical literature on the liminal to analysis of artists’ works, I 
focus on formulating a clear understanding of the liminal as it manifests in practice. This 
argument is then augmented by an extended reading of two further works by Eliasson (with 
geologist Minik Rosing) and Dean.  
 
The liminal and lived experience 
 
Turner’s 1967 revival of van Gennep’s concept of the liminal extended it beyond the context of 
tribal ritual to focus on “lived experience”. Turner’s thinking in this area was influenced by the 
theories of the 19th century German phenomenological philosopher Wilhelm Dilthey, who 
emphasised lived experience as the basis for human knowledge (Throop 2003; Turner 1987). 
Phenomenology pushed the theory of liminality towards the nature of lived experience that had 
direct relevance to both scientific and creative art practice. The phenomenological view argues 
that “every theoretical and scientific practice grows out of and remains supported by the 
forgotten ground of our directly felt and lived experience, and has value and meaning only in 
reference to this primordial and open realm” (Abram 1996, p.43).  
 
Turner placed emphasis on the symbolic and emotive impact of the structures of society, and 
also on the interstitial spaces between these structures, to which he applied the term liminal. 
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These liminal occasions, he said, allowed society to strip away the perceptual constraints of 
accepted structures and see itself afresh. Turner suggests that:  
  
social dramas have a “liminal” or “threshold” character. The latter term is derived from 
a Germanic base which means “thrash” “thresh”, place where grain is beaten out from 
its husk, where what has been hidden is thus manifested. … In Schism and Continuity, I 
described the social drama (p.93) as “a limited area of transparency on the otherwise 
opaque surface of regular, uneventful social life.” (Turner 1979, p.86)  
 
Turner goes on to say that “through the social drama we are enabled to observe the crucial 
principles of the social structure in their operation” (Turner 1979, p.86). In an earlier work, The 
Forest of Symbols: Aspects of Ndembu Ritual, Turner emphasises the importance of the 
processes of transition, closing with the words:  
 
I end this study with an invitation to investigators of ritual to focus their attention on the 
phenomena and processes of mid-transition. It is these, I hold, that paradoxically expose 
the basic building blocks of culture. (Turner 1967, p.110) 
 
In pinpointing the essential moments in building culture as “the phenomena and processes of 
mid-transition”, Turner identifies these liminal moments as critical to gaining insight and 
understanding, and characterises knowledge associated with a liminal state as “deep 
knowledge”, suggesting that “gnosis, ‘deep knowledge’ is highly characteristic of liminality” 
(Turner 1974, p.258). Enabling this insight is the function of the liminal (and is key to its 
political import), and it is the “stripping down” or “threshing” of context and structure in the 
liminal moment that positions liminal states as particularly fertile ground for artistic practice. 
Discussing the construction of meaning through experience, Turner suggests that a “prehension 
of value in the conscious present is suffused with a generative indeterminacy that operates 
primarily in a subjunctive mood of fluidity, creativity and potentiality” (Turner 1982, quoted in 
Throop 2003, p.223). It is in this mood of fluidity, potentiality and creativity that the creative 
potential of the liminal state lies, in anthropology as it does in art. Turner, with reference to 
Sartre, characterises liminality “as a phase in social life in which [the]confrontation between 
‘activity which has no structure’ and its ‘structured results’ produces in men [sic] their highest 
pitch of self-consciousness” (Turner 1974, p.255). This characterisation, interpreted as a 
potential for insight and creativity in the space created by dissolution of existing constructs, thus 
allowing the formulation of new ways of seeing, will be a key idea used in this thesis when 




Turner proposes that “[l]iminal entities are neither here nor there; they are betwixt and between” 
(Turner 1987, p.81). Underlining the significance of this state as a social mechanism, he notes 
that “[l]iminality is frequently likened to death, to being in the womb, to invisibility, to 
darkness, to bisexuality, to the wilderness, and to an eclipse of the sun or moon” (1987, p.81). 
Liminality is also seen to alter the “normal” perception of time. Turner states that liminal rites 
are seen as a moment “in and out of time” (1987, p.82), a quality evident in works such as 
Eliasson and Rosing’s Ice Watch (2014), discussed in chapter 7, and many of the contemporary 
works discussed in chapter 6, works by HeHe, Ken and Julia Yonetani, Nadav Kander, Rúrí, 
Subhankar Bannerjee and Erika Blumenfeld, for example. 
 
In Passages, Margins and Poverty (1974), Turner differentiates liminality, which is an 
ambiguous, temporary state, from the state of “outsiderhood” (p.233), which can be more or less 
permanent (for example shamans); “marginals”, who are simultaneously members of two or 
more groups, such as migrants or persons of mixed ethnic origin; and the position of 
“inferiority” (1974, p.234), which is held by outcasts or lowest castes, and may be permanent or 
temporary. This differentiation becomes important in refining the concept of the liminal utilised 
in this thesis, particularly as discussion of the liminal in art has often included work that draws 
on positions on the margin, and even on the concept of abjection (Tully 2011). I will focus in 
this thesis on the use of the term, in the senses identified earlier, as signifying the limits of 
perception, being at a sensory threshold or barely perceptible, and of a transitional, intermediate 
state, “in and out of time”, “neither here nor there”. And I will maintain Turner’s conception of 
liminality as an “ambiguous, temporary state”.  
 
Characterisation of the liminal state as offering potential for transformation, whether positive or 
not, is also critical here. Dados suggests that the threshold is perceived “as a point of 
transgression punctuated by both potentiality and irreversibility” (2010, p.5). In A Thousand 
Plateaus, Deleuze and Guattari consider the aspect of transformation as essential to the process 
of passing through a liminal state. This is critical to the significance of the liminal. The concept 
of “becoming” relates closely to van Gennep’s conceptualisation of the liminal as a transitional 
state: 
 
Becoming produces nothing other than itself. We fall into a false alternative if we say 
that you either imitate or you are. What is real is the becoming itself, the block of 
becoming, not the supposedly fixed terms through which that which becomes passes. 




Here Deleuze and Guattari explain that becoming is a state of suspension, where one cannot 
fully become, yet also cannot turn back. The emphasis on the process of transformation is 
critical to the concept of becoming: “not the supposedly fixed terms through which that which 
becomes passes”. According to Bogue, “becoming entails an unfixing of commonsense 
coordinates of time and identity”, and Bogue goes on to add unfixing of “the commonsense 
delineations of spatial entities” to the unfixing of time and identity (2003a, p.34). Becoming is 
then a state or process within which all accepted, unquestioned frames–of time, identity, and 
space–are unfixed, creating a “void”, or a deterritorialised space, a space on the road to 
becoming something other. Becoming is seen as deterritorialising social codes, always 
emphasising the underpriviledged term in the binary code (Bogue 2003a, p.35). “In a becoming, 
one is deterritorialized” (Deleuze and Guattari 2011, p.291). 
 
The process of “becoming”, which can occur within the liminal state, is predicated on the 
concept of transformation, but does not occur solely in a linear, forward manner. Becomings are 
molecular, claim Deleuze and Guattari (2011, p.292), opposing “molecular collectivities” to 
“molar subjects, objects or forms”. Molar objects are objects “that we know from the outside 
and recognize from experience, … science, or by habit” (2011, p.275)–a definition that 
resonates with Stengers’ concept of wonder–and becoming lies between: “the line is not 
subjugated to the point” (2011, p.293). Deleuze and Guattari define becoming as the in-between, 
“neither one nor two, nor the relation of the two; it is the in-between, the border or line of flight 
or descent running perpendicular” (2011, p.293). Becoming, then, is not moving from one point 
to another: it is a transformation occurring in a liminal space, a space without direction, 
without coordinates.  
 
Turner describes the nature of the subject in the liminal state as “ambiguous and indeterminate” 
(1969, p.81), or even “invisible”, as in his discussion of the King during a ritual period as 
“symbolically invisible, black, a moon between phases” (1967, p.110). Turner also uses the 
phrase “having applied the metaphor of dissolution” (1967, pp.94-97) to describe the liminal 
state. The concept of dissolution reflects the molecular (particulate or “corpuscular”, and 
therefore open to recombination) nature of Deleuze and Guattari’s plane of immanence, and the 
link to Deleuze and Guattari’s characterisation of becoming, particularly their characterisation 
of becomings as “molecular”, is strong. More practically, these concepts and descriptions hint at 
techniques that could be used to characterise painting exhibiting qualities of the liminal. I refer 
to these definitions when discussing the work of contemporary artists, also to Papastergiadis’ 
suggestion that contemporary art is characterised by “formlessness, openness, ambiguity and 




The liminal in theory 
 
Use of the concept of the liminal in the visual arts is first evident in feminist art criticism, 
especially in work drawing on the theorist Luce Irigaray. Kerstin Shands, influenced by 
Irigaray, states that “in feminist cosmization, thresholds figure prominently. For Irigaray, the 
female sex is a threshold that has, so far, been overlooked” (Shands 1999, p.123). Shands says, 
discussing feminist cosmologies: 
 
Surrounded by the wild, incalculable, and uncontrollable ocean, the embracing cave-
image … dissolves dichotomies between finite enclosure and infinite openness, as does 
the chora that is situated in and surrounded by the maternal body–in patriarchal thinking 
as wild, uncontrollable, and incalculable as the ocean. Open to endlessness and wide 
spaces, the parabolic cave metaphor points to the complexity of bottomless depths at the 
same time as it presents a common ground … spatio-temporally. Embracing or 
parabolic space–the visionary, mythologising and performative images of physical and 
literary, biological and symbolic, caves and choras, movable borderlands, sandbars in 
motion, pavilions of desire, or thresholds–are material, metaphoric, and spiritual places-
in-space or spaces-in-place, meeting points for past and present spacetimes unfolding 
back within that embracing curve of the present from which unknown futures unfurl. 
(Shands 1999, pp.128-129)  
 
Shands writes with images of shifting, uncertain ground, dissolved boundaries, the finite and the 
infinite, the incalculable and uncontrollable, the visionary, mythic and symbolic, spiritual 
spaces-in-place, borderlands, unfolding, unfurling, unknown futures, even thresholds: the 
language of the liminal is at full play here, and it is this sort of open play that has most 
characterised the influence of the liminal in the visual arts, providing the arts with a new 
language for thinking about the nature of the world, reality and truth. 
 
For example, in an analysis with an evident relationship to thinking the potential of the liminal 
space and emphasising the importance of the “event” which is allowed by that space, Jean-
François Lyotard suggests that “truth is not to be found in the order of knowledge: one 
encounters it in its unruliness, as an event … truth arises … as that which is not in its place, 
essentially displaced, and as such destined to be elided, deprived of a place, neither for-seen nor 
pre-heard” (Lyotard 2011, p.129). He goes on to elaborate this idea, suggesting that truth 
“presents itself as a fall, as a sliding, and an error, exactly the meaning of ‘lapsus’ in Latin”, 
opening a “vertiginous space and time, untethered from its context or perceptual environment”, 
and creating a “discontinuity or hovering”, which he links with anxiety (Lyotard 2011, p.129) . 
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This description of the “event” echoes the approach taken by Gerhard Richter in his evasive, 
questioning, even anxious works, discussed in chapter 2, and descriptors such as a “vertiginous 
space and time, untethered from its context or perceptual environment” accord perfectly with 
the characteristics of the liminal space. Literary theorist Ronald Bogue summarises it like this: 
“To the extent that the visual is recognised, comprehended, and assimilated within a rational 
order, Lyotard contends, its truth is lost, for it is thereby coded, made readable, and textualised. 
Its truth is only revealed in the event ” (Bogue 2003a p.113).  
 
Lyotard’s analysis, that “truth is not to be found in the order of knowledge” but rather in “its 
unruliness, as an event”, as something found in the displaced, “that which is not in its place”, 
“neither for-seen nor pre-heard”, “as a fall, as a sliding, and an error” (Lyotard 2011, p.129), 
demonstrates the importance of the liminal as a concept. A consideration of the liminal also 
supports philosopher Isabelle Stengers’ argument for the importance of “wonder” (Stengers 
2011), suggesting that it is in the gaps or spaces, outside of the “order of knowledge”, in the 
displaced, that truth (or, in the scientific method of which Stengers speaks, insight) can be 
found. Stengers asks us to “wonder” about the unexpected, to not dismiss the apparently 
anomalous result, a mode of inquiry which lies at the base of the experimental method in 
science. Lyotard makes it clear that the displaced, “untethered” event, the escape from “the 
order of knowledge”, the event of the “fall”, “sliding”, or “error”, also lies at the base of the 
perception of truth in art and philosophy: the concepts of truth, the liminal space, and wonder 
are linked.  
 
Bogue echoes Whitehead (Pedraja 1999, pp.70-73) in describing the character of time in this 
concept of the “event,” which “ignores the order of past, present and future ... with its 
‘retention’ of an ongoing past and its ‘protention’ towards an upcoming future” (Bogue 2003a, 
p.113). This sense of time is also liminal, as it exceeds any prescribed order of time or of place. 
In a similar fashion, Deleuze goes beyond the phenomenological explanation of sensation, in 
which levels of sensation are linked to “domains” of sensation (referring to different sense 
organs), by proposing a “vital power that exceeds every domain and traverses them all” 
(Deleuze 2002, p.37). This conceptualisation underlies new materialist visualisations of matter 
in ideas such as Bennett’s notion of vibrant matter, discussed in chapter 6. In discussing the 
painting of Francis Bacon, Deleuze designates this vital power as rhythm, about which he 
maintains:  
 
[W]hat is ultimate is thus the relation between sensation and rhythm … This rhythm 
runs through a painting just as it runs through a piece of music. It is diastole-systole: the 
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world that seizes me by closing in around me, the self that opens to the world and opens 
the world itself. (Deleuze 2002, p.37) 
 
Here Deleuze suggests that Bacon is making visible “a kind of original unity of the senses”, 
which is only possible if Bacon’s visual sensation “is in contact with every domain and 
traverses them all”, a “rhythmic unity of the senses” (Deleuze 2002, p.39) which can be sought 
“only where rhythm itself plunges into chaos, into the night, at the point where the differences 
of level are perpetually and violently mixed” (2002, p.39). This is language that tears at 
boundaries, positioning the effect within chaotic disorder, and intensity, outside of any 
suggestion of “the order of knowledge” as Lyotard maintains. This is a liminal space and, in 
Bacon’s works, generally a violent one. 
 
Concepts of “the liminal”, or of “slippage” or “the gap”, appear frequently in contemporary 
philosophy and art theory as sites of potentiality. All of these concepts have elements in 
common, in that all describe passage, threshold, reorientation or unexpected juxtaposition, or 
glimpses through. And all are temporary. These are not grand narratives. In his 1967 paper 
Madness and Civilisation, Michel Foucault argues that “a work of art opens a void, a moment of 
silence, a question without answer, provokes a breach without reconciliation where the world is 
forced to question itself” (Foucault 1973, p.288). It is within such a space that the potential for 
the liminal experience exists–in fact, as philosopher Mary Rawlinson points out, Foucault goes 
on to refer to literature’s “strategic effects and its liminal placement” (Rawlinson 2007, p.5, my 
emphasis). Similarly, literary theorist Tillomata Rajan discusses Baudrillard’s description of 
“illusion”, as “something which drives a breach into a world which is too known … The 
singular, original illusion, the illusion born of the slip, the breakdown … the tiniest gap in 
things” (Rajan 2002, p.283). This conception expresses the same idea of a glimpse, a 
momentary perception, of somewhere or something else, something beyond this “too known” 
world–a drop into a “gap”, or a zone of uncertainty–a liminal zone. Zizek also says something 
similar when he asserts that “the most fundamental philosophical gesture is: not to close the gap, 
but on the other hand to open up a radical gap in the very edifice of the universe, the 
‘ontological difference’, the gap between the empirical and the transcendental, in which neither 
of the two levels can be reduced to the other” (Zizek 2004, p.xi, my emphasis).   
 
Taken as a whole, these references indicate that the concept of the liminal does not just describe 
a sense of transition or being on a threshold; more importantly, it has provided a conceptual 
language or way of thinking about the nature of being that can make sense of the contemporary 
world unfolding before us–a being that the new materialist and realist philosophies seek to 
grasp. Some aspects of art relating to outsiderhood, feminist cosmology, postcolonialism and 
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other forms to which the thinking of the liminal has been applied could also be considered to be 
located here; however, I am focusing predominantly on art relating to nature (and humanity’s 
involvement with it). 
 
The liminal, becoming and immanence 
 
The work of Deleuze and Guattari articulates a clear pathway to theorising the liminal. 
Encompassing their theorising of concepts such as becoming, lines of flight, the plane of 
immanence and the molecular, Deleuze and Guattari’s investigation of the metaphysical is 
particularly relevant to the project of discerning, interpreting and validating the liminal in 
contemporary practice, and relates to the aspect of speculation that is inherent in new materialist 
and realist approaches. Philosopher Ian Buchanan suggests that, just as “Jacques Derrida defines 
deconstruction as a critique of western metaphysics, Deleuze’s work might be thought of as a 
lifelong attempt to discern the physical underpinnnings of metaphysics” (Buchanan 2010, 
p.318-19). It is at the edges of the metaphysical realm that the liminal in art relating to nature 
and the human condition lies, dealing as it does in a position “betwixt and between” states.  
 
Deleuze and Guattari encapsulate becoming as “pass[ing] between points, it com[ing] up 
through the middle … a line of becoming has neither beginning nor end, departure nor arrival, 
origin nor destination … [it] has only a middle.” And they speak of “the middle” as “fast motion 
… the absolute speed of movement … [becoming] is the in-between, the border or line of flight 
or descent” (Deleuze and Guattari 2011, p.293). 
 
This unfixing of the stabilising coordinates of time, identity, space and social codes, the 
exposure to “fast motion ... the absolute speed of movement,” produces the unsettling, open, 
fertile (but potentially dangerous) terrain of the liminal state. This unfixing is utilised by many 
artists to create liminal effects, as I will discuss in later chapters. Becoming is further discussed 
by Deleuze and Guattari as “involutionary” and “involution is creative” (Deleuze and Guattari 
2011, p.238). This framework points to a construction which reflects both the feminist 
cosmology discussed by Shands, and the creative potential of this state of becoming.  
 
Tacita Dean’s Majesty (2006) (Figure 3), exemplifies this approach of harnessing the power of 
becoming. Dean creates a state of suspension in this work by eliminating and isolating: creating 
a space of uncertainty around the central object of her attention, the gnarled tree. We as viewers 
become as one with the tree, feeling its textures, its twisted forms, and the living quality of that 
tree with an intensity we would not otherwise apply; becoming aware of its great age, its stature 
and dignity, the events of history which it may have witnessed. Our “stabilising coordinates” of 
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contemporary time and location are unfixed, and time, identity, even space, become fluid. We 
are exposed to the motion of time, transported in a moment across centuries, and create our own 
reality of this tree and its place in this time through a combination of our knowledge of history, 
contemporary events, our imaginaries of social structure, myth, possibility, and subjectivity–this 
could as easily be an ancient tree in Syria as in England. By simplifying the image and 
eliminating detail (but not entirely erasing it–a suggestive sense remains, and this is important 
in the effect of the work–here is a hint of the molecular), Dean has allowed a creative 
involution: an internal recreation of our subjective sense of place, time, social history and 
contemporary values.   
 
The movements inherent in becoming occur within a plane of immanence (Deleuze and Guattari 
2011, pp.265-267). Immanence is contrasted with the concept of transcendence, where “forms 
and their developments, and subjects and their formations, relate to a plane that operates as a 
transcendent unity or hidden principle” (Deleuze and Guattari 2011, p.266). In contrast to the 
plane of transcendence, the plane of immanence is characterised by a lack of any external 
principle or structure. Rather, it has “relations of movement and rest, speed and slowness 
between unformed elements … between elements that are relatively unformed, molecules and 
particles of all kinds” (Deleuze and Guattari, 2011, p.266). This recalls philosopher Quentin 
Meillassoux’s dictum that contingency is the only metaphysics; Meillassoux insists that 
“physical laws remain indifferent as to whether an event occurs or not” (Meillassoux 2014, 
p.39). This could be considered an underlying principle of ecological thinking, based in the 
concept of evolution, governed by chance mutations and interactions. The plane of immanence 
is far better equipped to model the entangled, cascading character of, for instance, human-
induced climate change, with its unpredictability, networked nature and indifference to the 
human, except in its role as one among many “actants”. 
 
The integral role of movement, of variable slownesses, is repeated frequently in Deleuze and 
Guattari’s discussion of the plane of immanence and becomes particularly relevant when 
considering the liminal moment in the process of moving between states, and the concept of 
“unfixing” commonsense coordinates of time. Gerhard Richter’s paintings, discussed in the 
following chapter, demonstrate this principle. September (2005) (Figure 5, illustration page 58), 
for example, despite its firm anchorage in time through the title and the date of the event itself 
(the work refers to September 11, 2001), creates a state of suspension for the viewer, 
eliminating any solidity, denying any detail or focus, creating indiscernibility. The viewer 
cannot find any firm placement, of attitude or even of image, and this utterly dynamic event, 
with which all of the Western world at least is so intimately familiar, is frozen in time, made 
calm and still, even though we know of its dramatic enactment and the inexorable progression 
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towards tragedy and its aftermath. Its stillness, its quality of being “out of time”, propel 
reflection, and necessitate thought. I believe this to be Richter’s intent.  
 
In keeping with the approach of “becoming”, Deleuze and Guattari characterise “being” as 
process, as an infinite series of becomings, with movement between states taking the path of a 
“line of flight”:  
 
A multiplicity is continually transforming itself into a string of other multiplicities, 
according to its thresholds and doors … [and] … the self is only a threshold, a door, a 
becoming between two multiplicities. Each multiplicity is defined by a borderline 
functioning as Anomolous, but there is a string of borderlines, a continuous line of 
borderlines (fibre) … Every fibre is a Universe fibre. A fibre strung across borderlines 
constitutes a line of flight or of deterritorialization. (Deleuze and Guattari 2011, p.249)  
 
The concept of the “line of flight or deterritorialization” occurs within the liminal moment, the 
“threshold” or “door”’, that the line of flight, also explained as “an abstract line of creative or 
specific causality” (Deleuze and Guattari 2011, p.283) forms, as “a fibre strung across 
borderlines”. The deterritorialisation necessary to achieve such a line of flight is achieved within 
the liminal moment–that moment poised at the threshold, deterritorialised, created so 
effectively by Richter, Tillers, Dean, Eliasson and other artists discussed here. 
 
The power of the liminal in art lies in both insight and affect, offering the potential for new 
perceptions and powerful experience in a moment that is open, exposed and suspended in time, 
place and placement. It is in this exposure and “unfixing” of coordinates that the potential for 
transformation or affect lies. There are resonances with the romantic sublime here, which will 
be discussed in chapter 3, but the concept of the liminal is broader and more inclusive.   
 
It is in providing a language for thinking becoming, potentiality and transformation that I see the 
importance of the concept of the liminal. The language of Deleuze and Guattari is a key that 
unlocks the action of the liminal in artworks. In the following chapter I will analyse these ideas 
in the work of Richter. I will examine Richter’s underlying motivations and concepts, especially 





Chapter 2  
 
Liminality in Practice: The Work of Gerhard Richter 
 
 
Learning how to see is unlearning how to recognise 
(Jean-François Lyotard 2011 (1971), p.154) 
 
 
In this chapter I examine the paintings of the contemporary German artist Gerhard Richter 
primarily in the context of his use of the liminal to accomplish a fundamental element of radical 
openness. I address these aspects first and foremost in his widely acclaimed “history” and 
abstract paintings, because these works cannot be contested as lying within the ‘romantic’ 
framework—rather, they establish Richter’s use of liminal visual techniques as a thoroughly 
contemporary strategy. Subsequently, I re-examine his treatment of the natural world, 
specifically in landscape subjects, because these works, which utilize the same techniques and 
which are equally committed to truth and his desire to ‘effect’ something through painting 
(Buchloch 2009, p.24-25) have nonetheless tended to be somewhat neglected by critics—I 
suggest because they may be so easily interpreted as ‘romantic’. 
 
Richter’s extensive body of work has confounded any single form of critical interpretation for 
decades, despite, or perhaps because of, the enormous amount of attention it has received. It has 
been reflected upon, analysed and championed by some of the foremost figures of art criticism 
and history, including Robert Storr, Benjamin Buchloch, Hans Ulrich Obrist, Dietmar Elger, 
Christine Mehring, Jeanne Anne Nugent, John L. Seydl, Nicholas Serrota, Gertrud Koch, John 
J. Curley and others. There are dozens of scholarly works published on Richter, as well as 
exhibitions at the most prestigious art institutions of the world—to approach Richter’s work 
again in the context of a PhD thesis seems almost redundant. But when considering the liminal, 
it is impossible to ignore him.  
 
Richter’s work is famously enigmatic, stylistically diverse, intellectual, withdrawn, and non-
committal. It is elusive, distancing (in the sense of distancing both the viewer and the artist–
subjectivity and the aura of the artist are not featured here) and quiet, but at the same time 
powerful and sometimes controversial, although he consciously avoids sensationalism. His 
work is ambiguous and open to many readings, generating what Christine Mehring terms “a 
sense of remove and uncertainty, even discomfort and scepticism” (2011, p.39). It is this 
“openness” and lack of certainty that particularly characterise Richter’s work, and these are 
qualities that Richter has valued highly throughout his career, saying in 1973: “Lack of focus is 
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… important to me because I cannot see it exactly anyway and do not know it” (Mehring 2011, 
p.39), and repeating similar sentiments more recently (in Buchloch (2009), for example). 
Richter has been criticised for this very quality of consistent openness: as non-committal, 
sometimes even as cynical, and as lacking a “signature” style. Nonetheless he has made this 
liminal placing a consistent trademark of his work, and throughout his entire body of work the 
quality of the liminal persists.  
 
The liminal and Gerhard Richter  
 
The quality of liminality in Richter’s work is a critical component of its impact, and was so long 
before the term came into popular use in contemporary art. It is present in paintings dating even 
from the 1960s. However, although Richter’s work has been assessed from multiple disparate 
viewpoints, it has rarely been discussed from the point of view of the liminal as a pervasive 
quality. Recognising the danger of losing the artist’s original perspective in the voluminous 
writings on his practice, I have adopted a methodology in this chapter of returning to Richter’s 
own voice as much as possible. This approach is facilitated by the many interviews with Richter 
recorded and by his own extensive writings. 
 
In 1977 Benjamin Buchloch discussed Richter’s work as a kind of “pure realism”, a product of 
personal consideration of historical and material processes, and as renouncing any form of 
mystification (Buchloch 2000, p.366). Labels that have been appended to Richter’s work have 
included realist and romantic, and he has been accused of exhibiting extreme irony and 
detachment (disputed by Buchloch 2000, p.397), of being conceptual, post-conceptual, 
expressive, historical and abstract. In earlier writings on Richter, the dominant analysis includes 
consideration of his diversity of subject: history (although Richter prefers to cast this as “the 
current state of the world” (Koch 2009, p.41)), portraiture, still life and landscape, together with 
experimentation with “the banal”, the sensational, and current events; and his diversity of form: 
photographic sources, overpainted photographs, abstract paintings, “colour charts”, realist and 
early expressive paintings based on photographs, formalist works. This variety can also be 
expanded to include “expressive” works (Storr 2002, p.305) applied to Richter’s early 
experimental work of overpainted photographs and images undermined by gestural paint smears 
and slashed canvases (Richter here distinguishes his own works from the expressionists or neo-
expressionists), conceptualist works (Storr 2002, p.51; Butin, Gronert and Olbricht 2014, p.11) 
and  “realist” works. In each instance the description is inadequate. For example, Richter has 
been referred to as “photorealist” although his use of the blur mediates against this, and Richter 
himself has said: “I never wanted to capture and hold reality in a painting. … but I wanted to 




Richter has also produced grey monochromes and many abstract works, and his work has been 
discussed in terms of the distancing and decentering occasioned by his use of the photograph as 
well as his interrogation of the concept of authenticity in relation to the photograph (Koch 2009, 
pp.35-45, and many other commentaries). The use of photo-based painting to “negate individual 
handling, creativity, originality” (Buchloch 2009, p.13), and the deliberate exposure of his 
sources as images commonly selected from everyday media such as newspapers or amateur 
photographs, have been highlighted for the way they force the author-subject into the 
background. Richter admits chance to his process in his overpainted photographs, and insists on 
the relevance of photography and the possibilities inherent in its medium and materiality 
(Gronert 2014, pp.111-115). Other aspects of Richter’s practice that have garnered attention 
include the use of series to transform the unique into the similar (Koch 2009, pp.39-40); the 
engagement with Duchamp’s use of the “readymade”3; the insistence on the “banality” of his 
subject choices (Koch 2009) and the use of the quality of banality to avoid the spectacle of 
existential angst (Storr 2002, p.28); and the distinctive painterly technique of blurring (Curley 
2010; Buchloch 2000; Koch 2009; Storr 2002, pp. 296-298; Mehring 2012, p.1).  
 
Other writers comment on Richter’s multiple strategies; for example, in a 1986 interview 
Buchloch suggests, and Richter repeatedly denies, that his works (which he refers to as 
“pictures”) are a “negation of content, … painting-as-fact, … an ironic parody of present-day 
expressionism, … a demonstration of painting’s possibilities … an analysis of painting’s 
rhetoric” (Buchloch 2009, pp.23-25). In conversation with Jan Thorn-Prikker in 1989, Richter 
described painting as “reporting” (Thorn-Prikker 2009, p.235), a characteristic evident in many 
of the “history/state of the world now” paintings. Peter Osborne has described Richter’s work as 
“post-conceptual” in the sense that his oeuvre works by establishing a “critical reflective 
relationship to the historical constitution and destruction of the concept of painting, rather than 
merely by its continuation of the practice of painting at the level of craft, medium and 
technique” (Osborne 2009, p.96). Hubertus Butin also identifies a strong relationship between 
Richter’s work and conceptualism (Butin, Gronert and Olbricht 2014, pp.12-14), noting “the 
complex and comprehensive way in which Richter’s art reflects analytically on its own artistic 
media, on traditional genres and on pictorial paradigms”, and his “ability to reflect on and 
analyse [his] own historical situation” (2014, p.106). Robert Storr also discusses this serious, 
historical/political element of Richter’s work (Storr 2002, p.289). In short, the avenues of 
discussion of Richter’s work are broad and as varied as the techniques, ideas, and concerns he 
 
3 Richter discusses the extent to which Duchamp and the Fluxus movement, and Warhol and the pop art movement, 
interested him in a 1986 interview (Buchloch 2000, pp.5-12). 
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has utilised and expressed. But here I will discuss the liminal aspect of Richter’s paintings, an 
aspect I find has been little acknowledged to date.  
 
It may be possible to consider the discussion of “distancing” in Richter’s use of photographs as 
an approach to the topic of the liminal, but this is rarely if ever made explicit by critics. Helmut 
Friedel, for example, suggests that the blurred or out-of-focus quality of Richter’s images 
contributes to a sense of distance and universalisation, with the creation of a “space” between 
viewer and content: “By photographing the models he has found in magazines and books out of 
focus, Richter creates a space between what is  reproduced and the viewer” (2006, p.8). This 
“space” is a liminal zone, in which the subject of the photograph is made to recede just far 
enough to make its precise meaning or content uncertain for the viewer, causing the viewer to 
“wonder” about the image, to navigate passages of their own imagination without arriving at 
any firm point of meaning or signification. However, Friedel does not directly invoke the 
liminal. Storr, too, approaches the concept of the liminal without explicitly naming it. In 
conversation with Richter, Storr discusses Richter’s technique of elimination of detail through a 
process: 
 
in which you rough in, or state, the image, then blur, or unstate it. And after this has 
gone on for a while, an image becomes visible that is fundamentally different from what 
you started with. (Storr 2002, p.296)  
 
After further discussion, Storr notes: 
  
[W]hat you finally have is neither the depicted object in itself nor a clear mirror image 
of the subject struggling to perceive that object, but a strange in-between entity 
representing the exchange of appearance between the object painted and the subject 
looking at it, the thing and the viewer. (Storr 2002, p.298) 
 
Again, the word “liminal” is not articulated although the concept is: a “strange in-between 
entity”, an “exchange of appearance”. Gertrud Koch also approaches the subject without 
introducing the concept “liminal”, as in this passage: 
 
[W]hat characterizes these paintings is the reference to the temporality of our 
imagination, the haziness of our memory, its vagueness, the sinking into amnesia, the 
disappearance and blurring. As viewers of these paintings we are reminded of our own 
past; we see ourselves disappear, in the truest sense of the phrase, before our very eyes; 
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in broken outlines we recognize forms that appear familiar and yet withdraw into the 
distance. (Koch 1995, p.24) 
 
In 2010 Storr does address the liminal in a publication on Richter’s history painting September 
(2005) (Storr 2010, p. 48), but the liminal as a pervasive and powerful quality present in almost 
all of Richter’s works has received very little attention. It is specifically this liminal quality in 
Richter’s work–the sense of standing at a threshold, absorbing a sense of something that can be 
only dimly perceived, that is elusive and moving, that is not fixed–that I consider here.  
 
Paul Klee famously stated in 1924 that the artist “places more value on the powers which do the 
forming than on the forms themselves” (Harrison and Wood 2003, p.367), a statement that 
closely parallels Deleuze’s definition of the artist’s task as “the attempt to render visible forces 
that are not themselves visible” (Deleuze 2002, p.48). Richter’s work accords strongly with 
Klee’s 1920 statement of the object of painting: “not to render the visible, but to render visible” 
(cited in Deleuze 2002, p.48). Art historian and critic Hal Foster elaborates on the particular 
conditions of Richter’s engagement with this aim, suggesting that Richter “intimates that it is 
difficult enough to make the visible visible” (Buchloch 2009, p.125). Richter excels at making 
visible these forces which are not visible, or at least at suggesting those forces visually. It is 
Richter’s ability to achieve this rendering visible with intense understatement, suggesting, 
without overtly stating, the forces that do the forming, that gives his work such unsettling 
power. The understated “rendering visible” that is so crucial in his work is achieved to a 
substantial degree through his harnessing of the concept and qualities of liminality.  
  
Jean-François Lyotard’s spatial metaphor of the edge or periphery of vision, as opposed to the 
area of central focus, is useful in considering the liminal effect of Richter’s “withholding” of 
clarity. Lyotard notes:  
 
the ungraspable distance between the visual field’s periphery and its focal point. This 
gap gives more than the here and the elsewhere, the front and the back. It gives the 
qualitative discontinuity of two spaces in their simultaneity: the curved, twilight, 
fleeting lateral space of the first peripheral contact with something, and the stabilised, 
constant, central rectangular space in front of the foveal zone. This grasp is a seizing, a 
prehension, an impounding akin to a preying, laborious, linguistic grip. The first 
contact, the entrance of something at the edge of the field–this is visual otherness, an 




It is within this distance, this gap, that Richter habitually places us, as viewers of his works, in 
an area of “qualitative discontinuity”, of “visual otherness, an invisible of the visible”. And it is 
within this liminal zone that “the entrance of something at the edge of the field” can occur. The 
effect is to induce a questioning, an uncertainty, an “unfixing” of established points of 
reference, allowing a prehension in the philosophical sense (as defined by Alfred North 
Whitehead) of an apprehension which involves perception but not necessarily cognition 
(Herstein n.d.). Through these uncertain spaces transformation can occur.  
 
As discussed in chapter 1, Lyotard suggests that truth is to be discerned not in knowledge, but in 
“unruliness”, in the “event”, in a displacement, in the “rubbing out” of good form (Lyotard 
2011, p.129), and I suggest that it is precisely this technique that Richter utilises in his works: to 
reveal the “event”, in order to reveal the truth. Lyotard states: “The event is an anomaly good 
form will rub out” (2011, p.155), and this could be considered to be a maxim which could 
underlie Richter’s entire strategy of blurring. By taking a broad brush or squeegee to his works, 
he could be seen to be “rubbing out” good form in order to reveal the event, and the outcome is 
frequently extremely, but quietly, powerful. Lyotard’s comment that truth presents itself “like a 
fall, like a slippage and an error” (2011, p.129) is also directly relevant to Richter’s approach. 
Lyotard goes on to say that that this slippage or error “clears a vertiginous space and time, 
untethered from its context or perceptual environment, this discontinuity or hovering goes hand-
in-hand with anxiety” (Lyotard 2011, p.129-130). I will return to this idea of “a fall, a slippage, 
and an error”, but here would particularly note the congruence between Lyotard’s identification 
that “this discontinuity or hovering goes hand-in-hand with anxiety” and Christine Mehring’s 
statement, cited earlier, of “a sense of remove and uncertainty, even discomfort and scepticism” 
(Mehring 2011, p.39). This is perhaps the aspect of Richter’s work that generates its greatest 
political power.  
 
The October 18, 1977 (1988) series, of which I discuss a further example below (Figure 6), is a 
case in point, generating considerable political controversy at the time of its exhibition and 
breaking a taboo against remembering this particular episode of recent German history 
(Buchloch 1989, p.89). In October 18,1977: Tote (Dead), we hover, anxiously, distanced from 
its content by the indeterminacy of its presentation, but looking with reluctant fascination at 
something we would perhaps rather not see. In the process we are forced to think, to question 
the artist’s motivations in presenting this image, its previous histories, and therefore perhaps the 
character of previous presentations of this episode. The same sense can be drawn from Richter’s 





Figure 4. Gerhard Richter, October 18, 1977: Tote (Dead), 1988, Oil on canvas, 62 X 62 cm, Collection of the 
Museum of Modern Art, New York. 
 
As I have discussed, Turner describes the nature of the subject in the liminal state as 
“ambiguous and indeterminate” (Turner 1969, p.81), or even “invisible”, as in his discussion of 
the King during a ritual period as “symbolically invisible, black, a moon between phases” 
(1969, p.110). Turner also uses the phrase “having applied the metaphor of dissolution” (1969, 
p.96) to describe the liminal state, and yet this is not a dissolving into chaos–there is a purposive 
element: Turner goes on to describe “the peculiar unity of the liminal: that which is neither this 
nor that, and yet is both” (1969, p.99). In other words, there is a trajectory, a “line of flight”. 
“Ambiguous”, “indeterminate”, “invisible”, “dissolution”, “a moon between phases”, “neither 
this nor that, and yet both”: Turner’s descriptors are revealing and relevant when analysing 
Richter’s images. And Richter’s statement that “I like the indefinite, the boundless; I like 
continual uncertainty” (Obrist 1995, p.58) suggests a strong affinity with these characteristics. 
 
The most potent physical contribution to this sense of the liminal in Richter’s work is his 
characteristic use of “blur”. In eliminating detail and clarity, and thus removing markers that 
could provide a solid ground for the viewer, Richter sets us adrift: we find no solid purchase in 
viewing the work, but must instead inhabit a zone of uncertainty, in which meanings and 
perceptions, and even direct vision, cannot be precisely apprehended, but remain elusive and 
ambiguous.  
 
Read in this way, the technique could be seen as a manifestation of Deleuze and Guattari’s 
practice of “deterritorialisation”, which links to their notion of “becoming”. “Becoming” 
requires deterritorialisation: “there is no subject of the becoming except as a deterritorialized 
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variable of the majority; there is no medium of becoming except as a deterritorialized variable 
of the majority” (Deleuze and Guattari 2011, p.292). Deleuze and Guattari consider the 
deterritorialisation achieved in becoming to be a fundamental function of painting, and further, 
“becomings are molecular” (Deleuze and Guattari 2011, p.292)–both functions are achieved by 
the use of the blur. In Richter’s works we are indeed forced into a role of “becoming”, with no 
clear destination; we are suspended on a “line of flight”, between fixed points, “coming up 
through the middle”, with arrival tantalisingly withheld. Bogue suggests that Deleuze sees 
painting as engaging the body in a “becoming-other”, “disembodying sensation and 
reincarnating it in a world of apersonal affects and percepts” (Bogue 2003a, p.2). He describes 
Deleuze’s interpretation of Francis Bacon’s works as an effort to “escape visual clichés and 
engage the domain of ‘sensation’”, a domain in which “metamorphic forces of becoming blur 
distinctions between inside and outside and create zones of indiscernibility between external 
entities” (Bogue 2003a, pp.5-6). Becoming molecular has a role in this disembodying and 
reincarnation, in engaging with these “metamorphic forces of becoming”. Richter, particularly 
in the history paintings, such as September or The October 18, 1977 series, does just this. He 
unfixes our accepted coordinates of time and identity, effectively deterritorialising us, as is 
necessary to the process of becoming (Bogue 2003a, p.34). The effect of such an “unfixing” is 
to force us into a liminal state: we are on a line of flight, becoming something other, removed 
from our commonsense locators. And we are forced to remain in a liminal space, within the 
quietness and indeterminacy of Richter’s image.  
 
This unfixing is critical to the liminal power of Richter’s work. The characteristic ambiguity of 
the images produces a sense of dislocation, leaving the viewer always situated in a zone of 
uncertainty. Buchloch discusses this aspect of Richter’s practice in relation to Richter’s 
interrogation of time and reality through the use of photography, which “in addition to its 
tautological grip on reality … can supply another power of suggestion: namely, by producing as 
a reality effect what is absent in space and time, thereby displacing the actual perception of the 
‘real’” (Buchloch 2000, p.377). When writing on the October 18, 1977 cycle, Gertrud Koch also 
notes that “the internal reference to objecthood that appears to be latent in these pictures is a 
reference to something torn out of time, just as a sudden camera pan blurs everything because it 
does not take the temporal shape of objects into consideration” (Koch 2009, p.44). Koch makes 
an explicit connection between the effect of blurring and a sense of removal from time. Art 
historian Christine Mehring (2012) also discusses Richter’s unfixing of time at some length–I 
will discuss this further in relation to his abstract works.  
 
There is another quality in Richter’s work that contributes to the sense of the liminal. Deleuze 
and Guattari ask: “Is this not the definition of the percept itself, to render perceptible the 
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imperceptible forces that populate the world, and that affect us, make us become … ?” (Deleuze 
and Guattari 1994, p.182). The “rendering perceptible” of imperceptible forces, or in Klee’s 
terms “rendering visible”, is a fundamental quality of Richter’s work, and it is perhaps the 
prevailing quality of quietness, or stillness, in the work that somewhat paradoxically 
accomplishes this. The stillness or strength of understatement creates a strong sense of 
something withheld, a percept that forces the viewer to search both the canvas and herself for an 
elusive component, or “imperceptible forces”. 
 
The quality of quietness and indeterminacy is present in all of Richter’s work, but is particularly 
evident in the history paintings, in contrast to their often violent subject matter. As has been 
frequently noted, Richter’s stance is characteristically anti-ideological. By withholding any 
direct commentary Richter forces the viewer into the field of judgement. Philosopher Christoph 
Menke, writing about aesthetic judgement, claims that: “Aesthetic critique is the aesthetic praxis 
of judgement that is simultaneously a questioning of judgement itself” (Johnson 2011, p.102). 
This principle is central to Richter’s work: for the viewer, the processes of perceiving or 
apprehending, questioning and critiquing endlessly succeed each other, whether the subject be 
art and its history in itself, world history, ideology and its processes, or even the personal spaces 
of perception and reflection. And withholding, of detail, clarity, judgement, conclusion, even a 
sense of sequential time … withholding accomplishes the critical step of situating the viewer in 
an inescapably liminal space: a space in which the position one is coming from and the position 
one is moving towards are forever unclear, but perpetually almost within reach.  
 
Richter is, in other words, decisively undoing the regularities of signification and 
subjectification, in order to open a gap for affect, thought and transformed understanding. In the 
case of the history paintings, he creates a distance from the immediacy of the event, within 
which the viewer can respond to the percepts, the forces at play–political, personal, and human–
and within which the certainty of the rhetoric that has tended to accompany commentary on the 
event is lost. This distancing is critical in creating a liminal space for the image: while we are 
too well aware of the event and its aftermath, we are removed by Richter’s technique from the 
position at which we have arrived after seeing the images and listening to the rhetoric so many 
times, and forced to reflect anew on the event, as if it had just occurred. Or as Storr says: 
 
Among the first dimensions of reality–and of documentary art’s standard claims to 
truthfulness–that is erased by Richter’s painterly methodology is time itself. Along with 
it goes the photographic fiction of “the decisive moment” that encapsulates the essence 




To return to the question of time: Mehring discusses Richter’s “unfixing” of time at some 
length. Speaking of Richter’s abstract paintings in particular, Mehring states that “Richter’s best 
abstract pictures immerse their viewers in the conceptual complexity of temporality, while also, 
in their formal complexity, lifting them from the flow of time” (Mehring 2012, p.2). Mehring 
terms this unfixed time “non-linear time”, and identifies the techniques used to achieve this 
effect as follows:  
 
Stylistic ruptures drive a wedge into continuity; overpainting bars access to the past and 
renders time as forever slipping, even inaccessible; scraping undoes the disconnect to 
the past only to reconfigure that past in the process; merging and holes intertwine what 
was and is, suggest the way present shapes past and vice versa; and systems of 
variations play out the relativities of our access to and knowledge of past and present. 
(Mehring 2012, p.21) 
 
Richter also uses these techniques in his non-abstract work, to similar purpose, with the end 
result of creating a liminal space in time. The blur slows the eye and so the speed of looking, 
making the image difficult to apprehend so that the viewer must pause, review, and revisit each 
section of the canvas in order to piece the image or subject together (and even then, doubt 
remains). This liminal placement in time is coupled with uncertainty in thematic content: of 
ideology, history, humanity, mortality, nature and so on. The viewer slips, perhaps falls, is 
certainly disconnected: her coordinates (of time, beliefs, morality, bases for judgement, even 
space) are undone. From here, coordinates can be rearranged, and transformation potentially 
achieved. 
 
Mehring identifies the same project in Richter’s abstract paintings as in his more realist 
“photographic blur” paintings: “Richter’s abstract works and the photographic ‘blur’ paintings 
are not parallel endeavors but one and the same preoccupation, not just with abstract time but 
also … with specific history and the sliding scale between them” (Mehring 2012, p.21). The 
preoccupation with time, history and the slip between them is evident in the case of September 
with its overtly historical theme and referencing of the extraordinarily high visibility of this 
event–imagery from thousands of cameras circulated globally immediately the event occurred 
and is still circulating almost twenty years later. But it is also applicable to less overtly historical 
paintings such as the abstract images that Mehring discusses, through the techniques described 
above, and to the “blur” paintings–as in the motifs of candles, skulls, land and seascapes, even 
flowers, which Mehring describes as “quasi-philosophical, timeless contemplations of time” 






Richter’s small painting September is a potent example of the liminal. The painting deals with 
themes of ideology, personal and collective loss, and also with time. Robert Storr, in a lengthy 
appreciation of the painting, notes:  
 
[T]he image is at the very edge of being recognizable, at that liminal point where the 
information it contains could be read in any number of ways and the mind must struggle 
to create a whole, or pictorial gestalt, out of the diffuse, ill-defined contours of the 
forms and the apparent coding of the color. (Storr 2010, p.48) 
 
This is one of the rare occasions when the term “liminal” has been used in describing Richter’s 
work. But the descriptor is absolutely apt. Storr notes: “The truth of 9/11/01 [does not] lie in any 
of the pictures taken that day; and much less is it distilled in any single picture. Richter’s blur 
makes that flux and indeterminacy explicit” (2010, p.51, my emphasis). Amidst a discussion of 
the unreliability of reconstitution of individuals’ memories of the event, Storr expounds the 
significance of Richter’s method of confounding any too precise reading of the exact moment or 
content of the image by blurring and scraping the image until it becomes “an eroded 
representation of a monument blown to smithereens, the ghost of a ghost” (2010, p.50). I was 
fortunate to be able to view September at the Museum of Modern Art in New York in January 
2016. Interestingly, there were few figurative Richters held at any public gallery in New York, 
although his abstract and more conceptual works were well represented. This is perhaps a 
reflection of prevailing orthodoxies in art theory at the time of collection. But although 
September was hung in a passage to the lifts, rather than in a main gallery, the power of the 
small painting was palpable. 
 
At first glance, the image is barely discernible. The strong verticals of the towers, scraped so 
thin and pulled so much at the edges as to form ghosted representations of their own forms, are 
overlaid by fine repeated horizontals left by the squeegee in the act of pulling the paint. These 
thin lines of thicker paint, together with fine flecks resulting from the texture of the canvas 
revealed through scraping the paint to extreme thinness, create a sense of viewing the image 
through a coarse veil. This distances the viewer, obscuring any detail, as does the erosion by 
scraping of the image of the towers themselves. The small size of the image (52 x 72 cm) also 
distances the viewer, and this too is deliberate. According to Storr (2010, p.47), the dimension 
echoes that of a TV screen, the medium by which millions around the world were able to view 
the destruction of the towers on the day it occurred. The small scale, and the unframed,and 
cropped nature of the image (which includes only a portion of the towers), also tend to suggest 
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that this scene is a small part of something bigger, perhaps echoing the political ramifications 
and potential causes of the event, as well as creating a space for reflection.  
  
 
Figure 5. Gerhard Richter, September, 2005, Oil on canvas, 52 X 72 cm, Collection of the Museum of Modern Art, 
New York. 
  
Perhaps oddly, there is also an element of innocence to the image, certainly a sense of the 
everyday: a sunlit day, with bright blue sky, and sunshine (semi-obscured by shadow and 
smoke) evident on the sides of the buildings–very much in keeping with Richter’s consistent 
strategy, at least in history paintings, of depicting the monstrous in the banal. There are no 
visible flames, there is no sensationalism. In this painting Richter has transformed a violent 
image into a quiet one, somehow almost more disturbing for that, highlighting the everyday 
sunny peacefulness (although already darkly shadowed by ominous volumes of smoke) of the 
day on which this exceptionally violent event occurred. The painting captures the absolute sense 
of unreality that must have been felt by every victim’s family members and every New Yorker, 
as it was by the event’s world-wide audience. This day was visibly no different to any other. 
Possibly it is a stretch to suggest that the very blue sunniness of the day on which this extremely 
dark event occurred is an analogy for Richter’s ongoing critique of ideology, but I feel that this 
is just the association Richter intends to make. It is a potent example of the power of something 
withheld. 
 
Dominated by cool blues and greys, the whites, greys and orange-brown of the billowing smoke 
are the only warm tones in the picture. These colours are displaced by the scraping technique: 
parts of the blue sky, the blackness of the shadowed sides of the buildings and the warmth of the 
smoke are displaced to elsewhere on the canvas. For example, in the bottom left portion of the 
canvas in an area of otherwise unsullied blue sky are traces of both the smoke and the dark grey 
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of the shadowed building, while at the right hand side there are deposits of the blue of the sky 
over the darkly shadowed face of the second tower. This displacement fragments the image, 
almost literally blowing it to pieces, echoing both the image’s subject, and our difficulties in 
apprehending and comprehending it. It also contributes to the sense of distance between viewer 
and event, hence to the creation of an intervening, liminal space. 
 
The paint is pulled so thin across the canvas that in parts the weave is clearly visible, the grain 
of the canvas forming fine flecks of white across the surface of the painting, adding to the effect 
of a veil before the image. But the paint is both scraped off and (accidentally) laid on–placement 
is not deliberate, there is an element of chance. The traces of smoke form a thick, diagonal 
deposit in the lower left section of the canvas, mounded slightly, fluid and smooth, in response 
to the dense fluidity of the paint itself. And there are small areas of undisturbed paint at the 
edges of the image, where the squeegee has not been applied. All of these areas break up the 
image, distance it, and disrupt its easy recognition: no longer immediately recognisable, the 
painting in its physical form both echoes the event and obscures easy reading.  
 
As a painting of an apocalyptic event and a massive explosion, it is very quiet: small, subdued 
in both colour and scale, non-gestural, reflective rather than in any way dramatic or enveloping. 
There is no visible fire or flame, no detail of any kind: just the eroded, ghosted forms of the 
buildings with smoke billowing from their sides, shadowing the building faces, and casting 
gloom and a sense of portent across the otherwise blue sky. In keeping with Richter’s well-
documented anti-ideological stance, the metaphorics, nationalistic pronouncements, rhetoric and 
dramatics are left to others. In relation to the 1988 series October 18, 1977, which was based on 
photographs of four members of the radical leftist Red Army Faction (RAF) who had committed 
terrorist acts in Germany in the 1970s, Richter said: 
 
What interests me is something different … the why and wherefore of an ideology that 
has such an effect on people; why we have ideologies at all ... [that produce] 
tremendous strength, the terrifying power that an idea has, which goes as far as death. 
That is the most impressive thing, to me, and the most inexplicable thing; that we 
produce ideas, which are almost always not only utterly wrong and nonsensical but 
above all dangerous. (Storr 2010, p.38) 
 
By adopting a position outside of ideology, and outside of specific time, by steadfastly viewing 
the Baader-Meinhof members as tragically misguided adherents to a totalising ideology, but 
fundamentally no different from us (particularly evoked in Youth Portrait (Jungendbildnis) 
(1988)) (Figure 6), and by acknowledging our shared fascination with death and our need to see, 
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Richter locates the viewer in a liminal (and potentially uncomfortable) place. “Otherness” is 
neutralised: there are no certainties. 
 
The same concern with the events behind the event, with the humanity of all the people 
involved, both victims and perpetrators, and with the totalising power of an ideology, can be 
read in September. Not only the subject matter, but the painterly technique, the displacement of 
portions of the image, its characteristic quietness and lack of stridency, the refusal to interpret 
for the viewer, and the lack of clarity of forms or detail all contribute to creating the liminal 
space in which the viewer is placed when viewing this painting. This is a moment of becoming, 
for every viewer, absolutely for every participant, and for the collective politics of the globe.  
 
This element of “becoming” is hinted at by Richter in his discussion of the “banality of evil”. In 
an interview with Robert Storr in 2001, Storr queries Richter on the quality of “banality” in his 
work, suggesting that Richter is “also talking about the grotesque, or the monstrous, in a form 
that is very detached, subdued, not exaggerated”, and Richter responds: 
  
Well, modest. Very small and quiet. Yes, I’d say that it is small, modest, quiet. I hope it 
functions like that. That something is heard although it approaches quietly. (Storr 2002, 
p.294, my italics).  
 
Richter goes on to say that he intends the viewer “to be reminded of something”, to ask: 
 
why anybody would paint such a banal object. And then the person comes to think that 
maybe there is something more to it, that maybe the object is not that banal after all, 
that maybe it is horrible … not as a symbol. But the longer you see it, the more it 
becomes frightening. (Storr 2002, p.294)  
 
The slow process of affective response that Richter strives to create can constitute a gradual 
process of becoming, as the viewer is gradually overtaken by the realisation of the horror that 
could be embodied in this simple object, this ordinary person. It is not always so–Richter’s 
paintings are very subtle, “very small and quiet”. 
 
Deleuze describes the process of attaining “sensation”, which enables becoming (“at one and the 
same time I become in the sensation, and something happens through the sensation” (Deleuze 
2002, p.31)), as a process that bypasses the brain, that is received directly through the nervous 
system (Deleuze, 2002 p.32)–the key being that sensation, necessary to enable becoming, is not 
attained through thought, but through a more visceral, direct path. Referring to the work of 
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Francis Bacon, Deleuze writes: “The violence of sensation is opposed to the violence of the 
represented” (Deleuze 2002, p.34), suggesting that Bacon does not ever directly represent 
violence, he simply infers it, and from this Bacon’s “scream” gains additional power. This could 
be seen as the strategy that Richter has adopted in his history paintings, September being a case 
in point. The viewer knows the violence, but Richter presents simply a moment in the moment, 
ghosted and quiet, and in doing so, he refuses sensationalism and established narratives; instead 
he provokes uncertainty, reflection, and perhaps even an altered understanding. Perhaps 
“something happens”. 
 
Deleuze and Guattari propose a mode of individuation they refer to as an “haeccity”. “Very 
different from a person, subject, thing or substance,” haeccities “consist entirely of relations of 
movement and rest between molecules or particles, capacities to affect or be affected” (Deleuze 
and Guattari 1987, p.261). Situated on the plane of immanence, they enable new relations to 
occur between things. September situates the viewer within just such an haeccity, to provoke an 
individuation, avoiding linear time or ideological frame, or accepted historical narrative, in 
favour of an affective response composed of movement and rest, speeds and slownesses that 
Deleuze and Guattari associate with becoming: 
Becoming is not punctual but linear, a line moving between two points, in both 
directions at the same time. History is a memory that fixes time in discrete points; 
becoming unfixes those points and generates free-floating lines. (Deleuze and Guattari 
2011, pp.294-295)  
 
Similarly, referring to the process of unfixing commonsense coordinates of time and identity, 
Deleuze and Guattari write of “the indefinite time of the event, the floating line that knows only 
speeds and continually divides that which transpires into an already-there that is at the same 
time a not-yet-here, a simultaneous too-late and too-early” (Deleuze and Guattari 2011, p.262). 
 
In September discrete points are resolutely unfixed, and the viewer’s response is that of “free 
floating lines”: a liminal placing. It is characteristic of Richter that he refuses to treat history in 
the sense of a fixed memory. Instead, in the history paintings he presents an image in an 
ambiguous and indeterminate manner, removing all certainties and instead allowing the dialectic 
of the image to remain its only defining presence, unfixing the view point, and setting the viewer 










Figure 6. Gerhard Richter, October 18, 1977: Youth Portrait, 1988, Oil on canvas, 67 X 62 cm, Collection of the 
Museum of Modern Art, New York. 
 
Painted in 1988, ten years after the events depicted, the paintings of the October 18, 1977 cycle 
refer only through the date of their title to the actions of the Red Army Faction members that 
they depict. Individual painting titles outline the story of the group: Youth Portrait 
(Jungendbildnis); Arrest (Festnahme); Confrontation Gegnüberstellung); Hanged (Erhängte). 
This series caused outrage at the time of its first exhibition, and Richter has consistently refused 
to state his position with respect to the events depicted. His is a nuanced approach: as art 
historian Karen Lang puts it, “neither right nor left, at most the series suggests the tragedy of 
pure belief gone wrong” (Lang 2010, p.158). This interpretation sits comfortably with Richter’s 
anti-ideological stance: it suggests the common humanity as well as the potential for violence in 
these young German citizens. In a 2005 interview with Susanne Beyer and Ulrike Knöfel for 
Spiegel Magazine, Richter speaks of the trauma of a generation who had “lost” a father figure 
they could look up to due to the impact of the Second World War on Germany: 
 
This trauma of a generation tainted by their fathers has had repercussions right up to the 
present day. Perhaps that’s why terrorism had a different quality here than in other 
places. Back in the 1970s, it was essentially a reaction against fathers who had failed in 




Again, Richter is exploring the interstices. Whether or not he is correct in his explanation of the 
character of terrorism in Germany at that time, there is no single viewpoint in these works, but 
rather an exploration of the complexities of a society fractured by war and, arguably, ideology, 
in which multiple viewpoints of even such acts as this remain open. The concept of a 
simultaneous too-late and too-early, an idea that encapsulates liminality and the slippage of 
time, applies vividly to the October series (and to September and the much earlier painting 
Uncle Rudi (1965)). Temporal slippage is echoed in Richter’s comments on the power of 
“overriding, ideological motivation … the tremendous strength, the terrifying power that an idea 
has, which goes as far as death. That is the most impressive thing, to me, and the most 
inexplicable thing” (Elger and Obrist 2009, p.231). 
 
Richter also comments on his intent to render visible the inexpressible: “in the process we also 
see our own end, and that also strikes me as very important” (Elger and Obrist, 2009, p.229), 
and soon after, speaking of the difference of his paintings of the Baader-Meinhof story from the 
police photographs of the event:  
 
Perhaps I can describe the difference like this: in this particular case, I’d say the 
photograph provokes horror, and the painting–with the same motif–something like 
grief. That comes very close to what I had intended. (Elger and Obrist 2009, p.229) 
 
In a 1986 interview with Buchloch, Richter discusses what he sees as the function of art, or at 
least what he expects from his art. Buchloch repeatedly pressures Richter to comment on the 
perceived negation of content in his work, culminating in a series of questions: “They’re not a 
negation of content, not painting as fact, not an ironic parody of present-day expressionism? … 
Not a perversion of gestural abstraction? Not irony?” Richter responds firmly: 
  
Certainly not! What kind of questions are these? (Buchloch 2009, p.23)  
 
Earlier in the same interview, in response to a question from Buchloch regarding a political 
intention of liquidating a “false bourgeois cultural inheritance,” Richter responds:  
 
Above all, art does more than destroy. It produces something, a different image. 
(Buchloch 2009, p.19)  
 
Here Richter expresses the deep seriousness of his work, his intention to provoke thought and 
potentially transformation. As Deleuze puts it: “Something in the world forces us to think. This 
something is an object not of recognition but of a fundamental encounter” (Deleuze 1994, 
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p.139). Deleuze argues that the object of encounter “can only be sensed. In this sense, it is 
opposed to recognition” (p.139), and is “therefore in a certain sense the imperceptible 
(insensible). It is imperceptible precisely from the point of view of recognition” (Deleuze 1994, 
p.140). 
 
Simon O’Sullivan (2006), elucidating Deleuze’s thinking, notes that while an object of 
recognition is a “representation of something always already in place”, an encounter: 
 
operates as a rupture in our habitual modes of being and thus in our habitual 
sensitivities. It produces a cut, a crack … [and] … contains a moment of affirmation, 
the affirmation of a new world, … a way of seeing and thinking this world differently. 
This is the creative moment of the encounter that obliges us to think otherwise. 
(O’Sullivan 2006, p.1) 
 
It is this encounter that Richter strives for throughout his practice. The idea of the imperceptible 
underlies all his work, facilitated in particular by the elimination of detail, and the technique of 
“witholding”. In a 1986 interview Buchloch encourages Richter to reflect on what he aims for in 
his “pictures”. Richter responds that he is looking for a picture that: 
  
presents our situation more accurately … has more truth in it … has something of the 
future in it … [that is] … not didactic, not logical, but rather free and–however 
uncomplicated–also effortless in appearance. (Buchloch 2009, p.24) 
 
Richter insists that he goes to great lengths to set up “a story, or a mood”, as well as “aesthetic 
pleasure” in his work (Buchloch 2009, pp.24-25). Buchloch reacts with disbelief, defining 
“mood” as “an explicitly emotional, spiritual, psychological quality”, to which Richter 
responds, “That’s exactly what is there”, and goes on to discuss the expression of longing. This 
part of the interview expresses with great clarity the sense Richter is trying to convey in his 
paintings: 
 
Buchloch: A mood has an explicitly emotional, spiritual, psychological quality. 
Richter: That’s exactly what is there. 
Buchloch: Fortunately only in the weakest parts. 
Richter: Surely you don’t think that a stupid demonstration of brushwork, or of the 
rhetoric of painting and its elements, could ever achieve anything, say anything, express 
any longing. 
Buchloch: Longing for what? 
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Richter: For lost qualities, for a better world–for the opposite of misery and 
hopelessness. 
Buchloch: The longing to be able to present culture as a contemplative spectacle 
without losing credibility? 
Richter: I might also call it redemption. Or hope–the hope that I can after all effect 
something through painting. (Buchloch 2009, p.25) 
 
A little later, the following exchange:  
 
Richter: If I’m thinking of political painting in our time, I’d rather have Barnett 
Newman. He painted some magnificent pictures … I believe they’re among the most 
important paintings of all. 
Buchloch: Perhaps that’s a mythology that needs re-examination. Precisely because it’s 
so difficult to describe; and because, in the encounter with paintings, acts of faith are 
not enough. 
Richter: Acts of faith are unavoidable. They’re part of us. (Buchloch 2009, p.27) 
 
In speaking of “acts of faith” and “lost qualities”, Richter is treading dangerous ground in the 
contemporary conception of art. But these gaps in contemporary life are the kinds of spaces 
within which the liminal resides, and Richter is making it clear that he is fundamentally 
concerned with these gaps or spaces. However, he is also careful to distance himself from the 
potential interpretation of such remarks as spiritual or religious in intent. In an interview with 
Ermeline Lebeer he makes this clear with regards to his landscape works:  
 
What I’m lacking is the spiritual foundation that supported Romantic painting. We have 
lost the feeling of “God’s omniprescence in nature”. For us, everything is empty. 
(Lebeer 2009, p.82) 
 
While Richter is dealing with “acts of faith”, “redemption” or “hope”, he is approaching these 
questions from the perspective of a secular society.  
  
Capturing forces, “effecting something through painting” 
 
Deleuze, speaking of Francis Bacon, defines the “capturing of forces” as one of the primary 
tasks of the painter. Deleuze quotes Kafka, “who spoke of detecting the diabolical powers of the 




when Bacon distinguishes between two violences, that of the spectacle and that of 
sensation, and declares that the first must be renounced to reach the second, it is a kind 
of declaration of faith in life (Deleuze 2002, p.52). 
 
 
Figure 7. Gerhard Richter, Onkel Rudi (Uncle Rudi), 1965, Oil on canvas, 87 X 50 cm, Lidice Collection, 
Lidice, Czech Republic. 
 
Without comparing Richter with Bacon (they are very different artists), I feel that there is an 
echo in Deleuze’s thinking here of Richter’s statements where he speaks of “after all effecting 
something through painting … acts of faith … [and] hope” (Buchloch 2009, pp.25-27). There is 
also an echo of Richter’s suggestion of an aim not only to “make a record”, but also to try to 
convey “grief, compassion and grief … certainly also fear” (Elger and Obrist 2009, p.236). The 
very absence of explicit violence in Richter’s images, those above and the many others that deal 
with violent acts, denies spectacle, and creates a gap, forcing the viewer to explore the image 
from different perspectives. The forces are not explicit; rather they are simply suggested within 
the stillness enveloping the images. Richter’s 1965 painting Uncle Rudi, created from a 
photograph in one of his family’s albums, illustrates this mechanism perfectly. The image is of a 
smiling young soldier, a family member, inextricably associated with the barbarities of Hitler’s 
“Final Solution”. The ideological and moral forces operating on this smiling young man are not 
stated, but underlie the surface of the image, no less present for lying beneath. Our emotional 
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reaction to Uncle Rudi vacillates between horror and revulsion, and a kind of pity: for a young 
man who could have been ourselves.  
 
This technique of placing the viewer between modes of interpretation, by suggesting but never 
stating a quiet layering of forces and understandings, is fundamental to almost all of Richter’s 
imagery. Coupled with the intangible, blurred nature of the images, this power of understated 
(or unstated) forces creates a strong sense of the liminal: these subliminal forces, barely 
discernible, but powerfully present, arrest the viewer on a line of flight, to a destination always 
elusive and usually multiple. It is Deleuze and Guattari’s “multiplicity of haeccities” (Deleuze 
and Guattari 2011, pp.233-286) made manifest. 
 
Richter’s determination to “after all effect something by painting” (Buchloch 2009, p.25) is a 
statement of the wish to achieve transformation, a critical component of the concept of the 
liminal. Richter speaks of the “loss of centre” in art in Sedlmayr’s terms, expressing again his 
desire “to achieve something” (Buchloch 2009, pp.18-19). The exchange indicates a 
seriousness, and perhaps a conservatism, that Richter repeatedly disavowed in interviews in his 
earlier years, and reinforces his desire to communicate through his work his perceptions of the 
world and to effect change by doing so. In the same exchange, Richter also denies with some 
vehemence a motive, which has also been attributed to him, of painting about the act of 
painting: 
 
Buchloch: What about the objectivization of the process of painting itself? You paint 
your big pictures not with an artist’s brush but with a decorator’s brush; isn’t this all 
part of the anonymization and objectivization of the painting process, along with 
permutation and “chance”, color relations and compositional organization? 
Richter: Certainly not. 
Buchloch: The change in the instruments of production doesn’t imply that the 
production of painting is once more critically called into question? 
Richter: It changes the pictures in only one respect: they get louder; they are not so 
easily overlooked. (Buchloch 2009, p.29) 
 
And soon after: 
 
Richter: They are just as subjective as the small ones; they’re just spectacular, that’s all. 
Buchloch: Spectacular they certainly are, even in a small format. In my catalogue text, I 
tried to describe how in your abstract painting the system is always “on show”, as it 
were–that they always have a certain declamatory, rhetorical quality. One always gets 
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the feeling that you’re showing the various possibilities just as possibilities, so that they 
simply stand alongside or against each other, without performing any other function.  
Richter: Like making a speech that doesn’t mean anything? 
Buchloch: Yes– 
Richter: A speech full of eloquence and uplift, which everyone falls for because it 
sounds good, which fulfils all the formal requirements of a speech and actually 
communicates nothing? ... What would be the point of that? That’s the last thing I’d 
want to do. (Buchloch 2009, p.30) 
 
In this interview Richter repeatedly denies any motive of cynicism or negation, and indicates a 
deep and intentional seriousness and lack of subterfuge: an attitude echoed by Imants Tillers in 
statements about his own work, discussed in chapter 5. Attempting to effect transformation, 
Richter focuses squarely on a liminal and radically open field. He states: “nonclosure may 
perhaps be a positive quality, because it relates more closely to our reality” (Buchloch 2009, 
p.28).  
 
Gerhard Richter landscapes 
 
 
Figure 8. Gerhard Richter, Eis (Ice), 1981, Oil on canvas, 70 X 100 cm. 
 
I have discussed three of Richter’s history paintings. However, the artist also works with other 
genres, including abstract, still life, portraiture, the everyday and landscape images, as well as 
conceptual works of many forms including installation. As he has with most of these genres, 
Richter has repeatedly returned to landscape throughout most of his career (Elger 2011, p.17). 
Nonetheless, despite his persistent interest in the landscape genre, a review of the extensive 
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writing on Richter indicates that the landscape works have been little discussed until recently. 
Further, when they have been addressed, the perspective is often guarded, if not dismissive. 
Buchloch, for instance, discussing Richter’s abstract works, but referring occasionally to his 
landscape works, categorises Richter’s landscape work as “romantic” when challenging 
Richter’s assertion that his paintings set up moods through associations with natural 
experiences: 
 
Buchloch: But of course that then has to be defined. Not naturalistic in relation to 
nature? 
Richter: Only in relation to nature, that’s all we have. 
Buchloch: The fact that nature appears to you as the only analogy or model that is 
ordered without a hierarchical structure–that you can’t visualize a utopian construct of a 
society that would match this ideal of nature–that is the romantic element in your 
thinking. 
Richter: … I don’t argue in social terms because I want to make a picture and not an 
ideology. (Buchloch 2009, p.33) 
 
Throughout the postmodern period, landscape has not been regarded as an incisive subject 
since, perhaps more than any other genre, it carries the stigma of romanticism, with its 
overtones of the metaphysical and transcendent along with outdated social values. The 
contentious issue of beauty is also fundamental to this genre. The genre (discussed briefly in 
chapter 3, along with the sublime) has also been associated with anthropocentrism through its 
use of perspective and social convention. For example, geographer Dennis Cosgrove describes 
realist representation of three-dimensional space through linear perspective, as in landscape 
painting, as “direct[ing] the external world towards the individual located outside that space … 
[and] giv[ing] the eye absolute mastery over space” (Cosgrove 1985, p.48). Landscape painting 
is also regarded as an instrument of colonialism (Mitchell 2002). Landscape, and to some extent 
other forms of depiction of nature, have consequently been an area from which serious artists 
have now shied away for several decades. While this reluctance is now changing with current 
global concern about environmental issues and the rise of materialist thinking, contemporary 
concerns with landscape are critical of conventional landscape painting and seek to either 
deconstruct its tropes or find alternatives to them. 
 
Richter, however, has persisted in dealing with landscape throughout his practice, and in a more 
or less visually conventional manner. In considering the liminal with regard to nature, Richter’s 
landscapes have undeniable significance. They have, however, constituted uncertain ground for 
the artist in a postmodern environment. In the 1996 interview with Buchloch in response to a 
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question from Buchloch, “What about the alpine pictures and the cityscapes?”, Richter 
responds: “I was attracted by those dead cities and Alps, which in both cases were stony wastes, 
arid stuff. It was an attempt to convey content of a more universal kind” (Buchloch 2009, p.16). 
 
Such a reference to the idea of the universal, particularly in association with this pictorial 
content, runs uncomfortably close to ideas of the sublime and transcendent–ideas largely 
discredited in postmodern thinking, although Lyotard (1982) constituted the postmodern 
sublime in the form of the unrepresentable, a formulation that would perfectly fit the painting 
September, for instance. But Richter himself makes clear that the project of conveying content 
“of a more universal kind” is not restricted to his landscape images: 
 
Of course, pictures of objects also have this transcendental side to them. Every object, 
being part of an ultimately incomprehensible world, also embodies that world; when 
represented in a picture, the object conveys this mystery all the more powerfully, the 
less of a “function” the picture has. (Elger 2011, p.26) 
 
Richter’s still life works, as well as many of the abstract paintings, and the works of other artists 
such as Giorgio Morandi or the contemporary Australian artist Jude Rae, strongly bear out this 
observation, which functions to reduce the strength of the clichéd link between images of the 




Figure 9. Gerhard Richter Äpfel (Apples), 1984, Oil on canvas, 42 X 60 cm. 
 
In recent years, the level of recognition of Richter’s work has led to consideration of his 
landscape work as part of his overall oeuvre, the most complete account of these works being 
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found in the 2011 publication Gerhard Richter: Landscapes, which builds upon two earlier 
exhibitions of this work in 1994 and 1998. Referring to Richter’s landscapes in his foreword, 
Dietmar Elger, editor of this volume, confirms my observations, that: 
 
they have not been critiqued much, because in 1970 Richter announced–subversively, 
yet naively–that he felt like painting something beautiful, and thus positioned these 
works in an aesthetic category that has been shut out of the canon of contemporary art 
criticism for decades. (Elger 2011, p.5) 
 
Richter does not deny a romantic inflection to his landscape (and other) motifs. In a letter to 
Jean-Christophe Ammann in 1973, Richter notes: 
 
A painting by Caspar David Friedrich is not a thing of the past. What is past is only the 
set of circumstances that allowed it to be painted: specific ideologies, for example. 
Beyond that, if it is any “good”, it concerns us–transcending ideology–as art that we 
consider worth the trouble of defending (perceiving, showing, making). It is therefore 
quite possible to paint like Caspar David Friedrich “today”. (Elger and Obrist 2009, 
p.72). 
 
Richter also discusses the romantic element of his landscape works in an interview with 
Ermeline Lebeer in 1973. Lebeer asks Richter why he “tipped over” into cliché with his images 
of “clouds, landscapes, and lakes, whose beauty was so ‘ideal’ that they almost became 
stereotypes”, and Richter responds:  
 
Richter: I wanted to see the extent to which we still need beauty–to see whether it’s still 
conceivable today. 
Lebeer: And what was your conclusion? 
Richter: That it still has just as much of an impact. 
Lebeer: Why, then, did you abandon this line of enquiry? 
Richter: It was over. You have to believe in what you are doing. (Elger and Obrist 2009, 
p.81) 
 
And a little later Richter says:  
 
I think we just haven’t surpassed romanticism. The paintings of that period are still part 
of our sensibility. If they weren’t, we wouldn’t look at them any more. Romanticism is 




Though acknowledging an interest in romanticism, the reference to fascism here as an analogy 
to the intent of his landscape works puts Richter’s response in relation to landscape in a 
different sphere. Like his reference to Barnett Newman’s painting (another artist whose work is 
situated in a liminal sphere) as “political” in the remarks to Buchloch, there is a sense that 
Richter seeks something other than enlightenment or spiritual fulfilment in these works: perhaps 
an element of the political. Reading Richter’s landscapes in this way situates them as 
contemporary in their concerns.   
 
Theorist of contemporary art Jean-Philippe Antoine, discussing the landscape works and their 
relationship to photography and the romantic, cites Richter’s journal from 1986: 
 
My landscapes are not only beautiful or nostalgic, romantic or classical in appearance, 
presenting the appearance of lost paradises. They are above all “liars” … and by liars I 
mean the transfigured quality of the way we think about nature. Nature in all its forms is 
constantly against us, because it knows no meaning, pity or compassion … any beauty 
we see in the landscape … is our own projection, one we can also interrupt to see only 
the terrifying ugliness and hideousness. (Antoine1995, p.82) 
 
Antoine concludes that it is “the projective quality of the idea of nature embodied in the 
landscape” that is the predominant theme of Richter’s landscape works, rather than “the illusory 
nature of representation” (Antoine 1995, p.82), suggesting that it is this direction that 
distinguishes Richter’s landscapes from those of Friedrich. Where Friedrich set up barriers to 
the gaze in order to prevent the viewer from being engulfed, this was “in order to render the 
divinity of nature more present to the senses”. But, Antoine suggests, for Richter “the veil which 
affects representation … belongs to the very structure of the human gaze and makes the 
relationship between reality and image undecideable” (Antoine 1995, p.82). I would extend this 
view to suggest that the “veil” created also calls into question not only the relationship between 
reality and image, but also the relationship between the structure of the human gaze and the 
landscape itself, an aspect I discuss further in chapter 3 in thinking about changing definitions 





Figure 10. Gerhard Richter, Davos, 1981, Oil on canvas, 50.2 X 69.9 cm, Collection of the Art Institute of Chicago, 
USA. 
 
Richter’s landscapes Davos (1981) (Figure 10) and Eis (Ice) (1981) (Figure 8) exemplify the 
focus on “the projective quality of the idea of nature embodied in the landscape” which Antoine 
identifies. These works are far from “direct[ing] the external world towards the individual 
located outside that space … [and] giv[ing] the eye absolute mastery over space” (Cosgrove 
1985, p.48); instead they subsume us, depicting an intimation of the infinite in a manner 
suggesting the sublime. However, they do not embody the divinity of nature, God’s presence in 
nature, or the triumph of reason as their romantic counterparts did. Instead, in keeping with 
Richter’s practice, the distancing and decentering (Koch 2009, pp.35-45) of both viewer and 
artist is a dominant impression. The scenes are remote, there is no link created between nature 
and humankind, there is no sense of a benevolent “Other” or a path to a higher, transcendent 
authority–rather there is a sense of remoteness, coldness, indifference, even a degree of possible 
hostility. These paintings embody Richter’s conviction that “nature … is constantly against us, 
because it knows no meaning, pity or compassion” (Antoine 1995, p.82). There is a strong 
visual resemblance to romantic landscapes of the 18th and 19th centuries, and even to the 
romantic sublime (Caspar David Friedrich was a painter Richter greatly admired), but Richter 
makes clear his 20th century position: “for us, everything is empty” (Lebeer 2009, p.82). These 
works do not offer enlightenment. Instead, I contend that, in the same manner as his other forms 
of work, they are a continuation of an ongoing project to “get a grip on the thing by depicting it” 
(Gunter-Dienst 1995, p.63), or to “picture to myself what is going on now” (Elger and Obrist 
2009, p.93). Richter is, quite simply, trying to make sense of the world and the forces within it. 
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Without subscribing to the orthodoxies of postmodern theorising, just as he has refused to 
subscribe to any other fixed framework, there are echoes in the landscapes of Lyotard’s 
contention that “the postmodern puts forward the unpresentable in presentation itself” (Lyotard 
1984, p.81). In his notes in 1981, Richter writes: “if the abstracts show my reality, then the 
landscapes and still-lifes show my yearning”, following with the statement that “[p]ainting is the 
making of an analogy for something nonvisual and incomprehensible” (Obrist 1995, p.98-99), 
which does allude to the unrepresentable. Thus the thread from romanticism has transformed in 
these landscape works of Richter’s, becoming something more “incomprehensible”–suspending 
the viewer in a liminal, uncertain, indeterminate space. Richter is presenting the 
unrepresentable. 
Also differentiating these landscapes from their romantic antecedents is the mediation of the 
photograph: the works are not composed, assembled for artistic and theological effect from 
sketches and studies as the romantic images of painters such as Friedrich were, but are 
reproductions of an already reproduced photographic intermediary, evident (and published) in 
Richter’s Atlas (Butin, Gronert and Olbricht 2014, p.96; Friedel 2006). The 20th century means 
of production made evident in this way, sometimes involving explicit photographic 
manipulation such as photo-montage as in some of the seascapes (Butin, Gronert and Olbricht 
2014, p.98), mediates against a return to 19th century romanticism. In the case of Davos, a 20th 
century means of viewing is suggested by the high viewpoint, suggesting the peak of a still 
higher mountain nearby or perhaps a view from a plane or an image taken with a telephoto lens. 
Again, this situation in time mediates against the concerns of romanticism. 
 
In persisting with landscape works, Richter has experimented extensively, never abandoning 
landscape as subject. Richter painted landscape works concurrently with abstracts and figurative 
works. He overpaints some landscapes with gestural paint streaks, uses others as models for 
abstract works painted at the same time (particularly since the mid 1980s), oscillates (sometimes 
in a single image) between abstraction and illusionism, and employs the trademark technique of 
blurring to reduce and simplify the motif towards a level of abstraction (Elger 2011, pp.22-26). 
In a 1970 interview with Rolf Gunter-Dienst, Richter speaks of all his works as analogies of the 
world around us:  
 
We know very little, and I am trying to do it by creating analogies. Almost every work 
of art is an analogy. When I make a representation of something, this too is an analogy 





In a similar vein, in a 1977 letter to Buchloch, Richter again makes a clear statement of his aims 
in painting, equally applicable to his landscape, still life or “history” works: 
 
I want to picture to myself what is going on now. Painting can help in this, and different 
methods = subjects = themes are the different attempts I make in this direction. (Elger 
and Obrist 2009, p.93)  
 
“In the post-romantic turning point”, write Deleuze and Guattari, “the essential thing is no 
longer forms and matters, or themes, but forces, densities, intensities” (Deleuze and Guattari 
2011, p.343). This principle could be seen to underlie Richter’s restless exploration in all 
aspects of painting: the work can be interpreted as exploring “forces, densities, intensities” 
through multiple forms, matters, concepts and themes. Deleuze and Guattari argue: 
   
There is no longer a matter that finds its corresponding principle of intelligibility in 
form. It is now a question of elaborating a material charged with harnessing forces of a 
different order: the visual material must capture nonvisible forces. (Deleuze and 
Guattari 2011, p.342) 
 
This visualisation of nonvisible forces is where all of Richter’s works, including his landscape 
works, are placed. Richter’s statement about his landscape works, that “painting is the making 
of an analogy for something nonvisual and incomprehensible: giving it form and bringing it 
within reach” (Obrist 1995, p.98-99), evokes the idea of “render[ing] perceptible the 
imperceptible forces that populate the world … that affect us, make us become” (Deleuze and 
Guattari 1994, p.182). The artist’s sense of the importance of the landscape works in his overall 
project is clear here, as is the liminal nature of his project. But although the analogy is within 
reach, the “nonvisual and incomprehensible” which he attempts to depict is by its nature not 
quite graspable. Peter Sager sums up the ambiguous quality of Richter’s images very well when 
he says in an interview with Richter in 1972: “Isn’t that the paradox of your pictures, that they 
reproduce something that we can all see, but that at the same time they convey an impression of 
the uncertainty of reality?” (Sagar 1995, p.68). In notes from the mid-1960s Richter states his 
position in relation to uncertainty: 
 
Pictures which are interpretable, and which contain a meaning, are bad pictures. A 
picture presents itself as the Unmanageable, the Illogical, the Meaningless. It 





In this statement there is also a sense that it is the gaps or threshold spaces that Richter wishes to 
explore, a direction that has become more explicit throughout his career. The spaces of the 
“Unmanageable, the Illogical, the Meaningless” are absolutely the focus of his enquiry in 
paintings such as September and the October 18, 1977 series, but no less so in the paintings of 
ocean, clouds and landscape. Richter aims for openness: 
 
The only paradoxical thing is that I always set out with the intention of getting a closed 
picture, with a proper, composed motif–and then go to great lengths to destroy that 
intention, bit by bit, almost against my will. Until the picture is finished and has nothing 
left but openness. (Buchloch 2009, p.28) 
 
In leaving the viewer in the open, Richter creates a liminal zone where multiple possibilities 
continue to coexist without closure. In a 1972 interview Richter makes clear the central place of 
uncertainty and openness in his work, as well as the desire to “picture to myself what is going 
on now” in poetic but rigorously unromantic terms: 
 
I don’t mistrust reality, of which I know next to nothing. I mistrust the picture of reality 
conveyed to us by our senses, which is imperfect and circumscribed. Our eyes have 
evolved for survival purposes. The fact that we can also see stars is pure accident. 
(Obrist 1995, p.73) 
 
The interweaving of criticality, openness and liminality, blended with an appreciation of 
uncertainty, is characteristic of Richter’s work, as is his refusal to conform to an ideological 
position, including the expectations of the art-theoretical climate of the time. Richter steadfastly 
continues to “picture to himself what is going on now”, and for him, the natural world, 
including takes on the landscape that occupy relatively traditional forms, has as important a 
place in what is going on as the historic events, abstracts, and the everyday objects and scenes 
that he also chooses to depict. Seen in this light, the refusal to leave aside the form of landscape 
is simply another example of Richter’s anti-ideological stance, allowing him to explore at will 
all of those features of the world that he considers significant, of which the natural world around 
us, whether depicted conventionally or otherwise, is clearly one.  
 
Only in relation to nature. That’s all we have. (Richter in Buchloch 2009 p.33, my 
emphasis) 
 
And all subjects are placed in a liminal space, opening the viewer of Richter’s works to wonder, 





Art, the Liminal, and Nature–A Theoretical Background 
 
 
In the previous chapter I considered Gerhard Richter’s painting practice in terms of the liminal 
space it creates. I now turn to a broader theoretical and contextual discussion of art dealing 
specifically with nature, with the aim of setting the context for the discussion of the material 
turn in chapter 6. 
 
During the closing decades of the 20th century, visual representations of liminal thinking in 
relation to landscape and nature were critically problematic, as they seemed to invoke 
associations of romanticism and the sublime. In order to consider the reasons for this 
problematisation, this chapter outlines approaches to nature in Western art history, particularly 
in the second half of the 20th century. I also present an overview of movements in the history of 
thought and practice regarding art and nature, moving my discussion towards the current context 
of the age of the Anthropocene. 
 
Due to increasing, if belated, recognition of the severity of the unfolding environmental crisis 
during the late-20th century, both activist environmental art and “ecological” or “remediationist” 
art were widely accepted as playing an important role in achieving a transformation of economic 
and social paradigms with respect to nature. Such works include Mierle Laderman Ukeles’ 
Touch Sanitation (1979-80) and Newton and Helen Mayer-Harrison’s Portable Fish Farm: 
Survival Piece #3 (1971) (examples of activist works), while ecological or remediationist works 
such as those aimed at remediation of degraded sites, development of gardens or revegetation of 
sites, wetland construction, water treatment and so on include works such as Mel Chin’s Revival 
Field (1991-ongoing) and Patricia Johansen’s Fair Park Lagoon, Dallas, Texas (1981-86). In 
this thesis I propose to substantiate the argument that liminal forms, of the kind defended by 
Richter in his conversations with Buchloch and discussed by Australian art historians and 
theorists Linda Williams (2013-2014) and Jill Bennett (2012) as “affective poetics” or “practical 
aesthetics”, also play an important role. The arrival of new speculative and materialist 
paradigms has further added to our understandings of the liminal in contemporary art. While I 
discuss the shift towards materialist thought later in the thesis, at this point I am concerned with 
tracing theoretical perspectives on art dealing with nature as background to the contemporary 




This chapter therefore seeks to lay the groundwork for further discussion of the liminal as a 
framework which might enable discussion of contemporary art dealing with the natural world. 
Although they are highly open, speculative, indeterminate and frequently affect-laden, I have 
argued that these works are not romantic but instead challenge structures of power, class, 
imperialism, transcendence and the romantic sublime. They can provide an approach that 
acknowledges the material world on an ontologically equivalent plane to the cultural; in fact on 
the same plane, where the separation of “nature” from “culture” might be set aside, and where 
elements of speculation and affect might be seen to also act as agents of transformation of 
understanding and action, as well as more directly practically engaged and politically activist 
forms.  
 
While linguistic analysis in art theory in the late 20th century tended to occlude an ecologically 
and materially based view, more recently avenues for recognition of ecological thinking in the 
arts have been opened by theorists such as Timothy Morton and Bruno Latour. Furthermore, the 
framework of the liminal also foregrounds a speculative component which dovetails with the 
move towards speculative realist thinking, and contemporary materialist views such as Jane 
Bennett’s theorising of the vitality of matter. These changed frameworks offset modernity’s 
hubris with respect to the natural world.  
 
The idea of nature 
 
Why are we surprised by what should be obvious? We live on earth, where else should 
we reside? ... The argument I pursue here is that we do not possess the emotional set of 
attitudes to cope with this problem. (Latour 2011, p.2) 
 
Literary critic Raymond Williams, noting the semantic complexity of the words “natural” and 
“nature”, suggests three potential definitions of the concept of nature. These are, first, simply 
“the quality of things;” secondly, the idea that “nature is all that which is not human;” and 
thirdly, the distinction between “natural” and “artificial”, an interpretation that was heavily used 
in the late 18th and early 19th centuries to signify the difference between the traditional and the 
innovatory (Williams 1986). Williams explores this complexity in greater detail in an extended 
discussion of ideas of nature first published in 1972, noting the cultural implications of 
understandings of the term “nature” throughout Western history (Williams 2005, pp.48-62). I 
deal here primarily with controversy around Williams’ second category, with its fundamental 




In the 21st century, there has been a surge in art dealing with the natural world: a sign that ideas 
and levels of concern about the natural world are undergoing radical change. To understand this 
change we need first to place it within a historical discourse that examines the term “nature”. 
Philosopher Kate Soper (acknowledging Raymond Williams) suggests that the term “nature” “is 
one of the most complex words in the language … at once both very familiar and extremely 
elusive”, which carries “an immensely complex and contradictory symbolic load”. Soper notes 
that the concept of nature is defined by “very contrary ideologies, and … [is] represented in an 
enormous variety of differing ways” (Soper 2000, pp.1-2).  
 
“Nature” has always been a central subject of human thinking, whether humans have defined 
themselves as part of it, as in animism, or against it, as in the modern Western tradition. In one 
of the most influential discussions of the histories of the concept of nature, R.G. Collingwood, 
tracing the origins of Western thinking in this area, notes that the early Greek view (modified by 
Socrates, then Plato and Aristotle) considered the world of nature to be an intelligent organism, 
with a “soul” or life, and a “mind” of its own:  
 
The world of nature is a world not only of ceaseless motion and therefore alive, but also 
a world of orderly or regular motion … therefore [the Greeks] said that the world of 
nature is not only alive but is intelligent; not only a vast animal with a “soul” or life of 
its own, but a rational animal with a “mind” of its own … so that a plant or animal … 
participates in its own degree psychically in the life-process of the world’s “soul” and 
intellectually in the activity of the world’s “mind”, no less than it participates materially 
in the physical organisation of the world’s “body”. (Collingwood 1965, p.4) 
 
The ideas of sentience in the natural world were challenged in Western thought during the early 
Enlightenment. Galileo, Descartes and Newton questioned the Classical view that nature is an 
organism, asserting that it is devoid of intelligence and of life. They instead theorised nature as a 
machine “in the literal and proper sense of the word–an arrangement of bodily parts designed 
and put together and set going for a definite purpose by an intelligent mind outside itself” 
(Collingwood 1965, p.5). This intelligent mind outside of nature was considered, in the Western 
paradigm, to be the divine creator, God. 
 
Collingwood suggests that the early Enlightenment view of nature as a machine was based 
firstly on the Christian idea of a creative and omnipotent God, and secondly on the human 
experience of designing and constructing machines, which from this time played an increasing 
role in the Western world. “It was an easy step to the proposition: as a clockmaker or millwright 
is to a clock or a mill, so is God to nature” (Collingwood 1965, pp.8-9). Further, Collingwood 
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suggests that the modern view of nature owes something to both Greek and early Enlightenment 
cosmology, and that both cosmologies were followed by “a movement in which the focus of 
interest shifted from nature to mind.” For the Greeks it was Socrates, then Plato and Aristotle, 
who shifted the focus from the theory of nature to ethics and logic (Collingwood 1965, pp.5-6). 
The focus of Western philosophy shifted during the 18th century from the theory of nature to the 
theory of mind with Berkeley, Hume, Kant and Hegel arguing that within a hierarchy of being 
nature sat “at bottom … [as] a by-product of the autonomous and self-existing activity of mind” 
(Collingwood 1965, p.7). The “idealist” thinking of nature, in which the reality of nature is 
treated as constructed by the human mind, rather than existing “in itself”, has persisted 
throughout modernist and even postmodernist thought. 
 
A reaction against “idealism” lies at the heart of the contemporary moves in opposition to 
Kantian thinking central to the new materialisms. Quentin Meillassoux, instrumental in 
formulating the philosophical approach of “speculative realism”, clarifies “primary properties” 
(“properties of the thing as it is without me ... properties of the ‘in-itself’”), as opposed to 
“secondary qualities” (“sensible qualities, which are not the things in themselves but in my 
subjective relation to the latter”) (Meillassoux 2014 pp.1-2). The assertion of properties of the 
“in-itself”, distinct from “sensible”, subjectively related qualities, is a fundamental distinction in 
Meillassoux’s thinking, and is in some form to be found throughout new materialist and realist 
approaches. 
 
According to Collingwood, the modern view of nature (which began to be expressed towards 
the end of the 19th century) “is based on the analogy between the processes of the natural world 
as studied by natural scientists and the vicissitudes of human affairs as studied by historians” 
(Collingwood 1965, p.9). Darwin’s theory of evolution exemplifies the modern understanding 
of nature as providing a model of nature as “scientifically knowable change or process” 
(Collingwood 1965, p.13) within the natural world. Darwin also reintroduced the idea of “nisus” 
(or effort towards the realisation of something not yet existing) into nature, through the idea that 
“everything in nature tries to persevere in its own becoming” (Collingwood 1965, p.16). 
Collingwood, in The Idea of Nature (1965, first published in 1945), defines the modern view of 
the natural world as scientifically knowable. The theory of evolution is a distinct departure from 
the early Enlightenment view of nature as a machine.  
 
Alongside this “scientific” perspective, there also arose an alternative, romantic view of 
“Nature” (which sometimes also incorporated elements of the scientific perspective) in the 18th 
and 19th centuries. The romantic perspective saw nature as embodying a standard of purity and, 
under the influence of Kant, as giving “an intimation of the universe as God’s handiwork” 
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(Diffey 1993, p.47). Coleridge, for example, thought that an interest in natural beauty evinced 
the health of the observer’s soul (Kemal and Gaskell 1993, p.21). The tendency to reify nature is 
also apparent in more recent approaches such as Arne Naess’s deep ecology and the early 
environmental movement of the American and Australian countercultures. The reification of 
nature, along with a modern attitude that tended to diminish qualitative value as opposed to that 
which is quantifiable and of utility within the systems of production, perhaps explains why these 
forms of thinking were subsequently devalued in the (Western) secular late 20th century–the 
dominant culture of which has been a scientific-technological one that subscribes to a 
conception of nature defined by scientific categories (Kemal and Gaskell 1993, p.27). 
 
However, contemporary ideas about nature have also departed from the “scientific” perspective 
at which Collingwood left his account in 1945, and which dominated the modern era until the 
later 20th century. The movement away from scientific and utilitarian perspectives occurs across 
and within many disciplines: historian William Cronon, sociologist, philosopher, and 
anthropologist Bruno Latour, activist and philosopher Kate Soper, geographer Noel Castree, 
literary scholar and philosopher Timothy Morton, philosophers Elizabeth Grosz and Isabelle 
Stengers and many others have contributed to this shift over the last two decades.  
 
For example, Latour argues for an expanded notion of democracy in which human and 
nonhuman agents must be included, emphasising the complex, entangled relations that make up 
what we refer to as nature (Latour 2011). Latour emphasises the importance of relations as 
central to his conception of “actors” and “actants” in his actor-network theory, and notes the 
contemporary centrality in global politics of understanding the entanglement of nature and 
culture: 
 
]W]hat has happened in the recent past is that issues about natural entities … no longer 
play the role of calming cold reason, but have become some of the hottest topics of 
public controversies. It is as if nature and geopolitics had been conflated. (Latour 2011, 
p.71) 
  
Cronon, commenting in 1995 on the significance of cultural lenses in our attitude to the natural 
world, also questions the validity of our modern paradigm of nature. Writing of the need to 
rethink the idea of wilderness, he observes: 
 
Wilderness hides its unnaturalness behind a mask that is all the more beguiling because 
it seems so natural. As we gaze into the mirror it holds up for us, we too easily imagine 
that what we behold is Nature, when in fact we see the reflection of our own 
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unexamined longings and desires. For this reason, we mistake ourselves when we 
suppose that wilderness can be the solution to our culture’s problematic relationship to 
the non-human world, for wilderness is itself no small part of the problem. (Cronon 
1995, p.1) 
  
Discussing changes in the perception of wilderness from its earlier biblical connotations of 
“places on the margins of civilisation where it is all too easy to lose oneself in moral confusion 
and despair” (Cronon 1995, p.2), to its19th and early-20th century meaning of an embodiment of 
the romantic sublime–and in America, the frontier–Cronon casts wilderness as a “flight from 
history” (1995, p.10) which “embodies a dualistic vision in which the human is entirely outside 
the natural” (1995, p.11). The separation between nature and culture is at the core of 
contemporary debate about planetary survival, and according to Cronon, is fundamental to the 
West’s problem with the modern conception of nature. 
 
Cronon outlines the flaws that the Western concept of wilderness conceals: it reflects and 
normalises social values of the culture from which it is derived, in social class, national myth, 
and violent dispossession of the native inhabitants of wilderness regions; and it reifies a 
“landscape outside of time”, representing a “flight from history” (Cronon 1995, p.11). He 
concludes: 
 
This escape from history is one reason why the language we use to talk about 
wilderness is often permeated with spiritual and religious values that reflect human 
ideals far more than the material world of physical nature. Wilderness fulfils the old 
romantic project of secularising Judeo-Christian values so as to make a new cathedral 
not in some petty human building but in God’s own creation, Nature itself. (Cronon 
1995, p.10) 
 
Cronon identifies the ramifications for contemporary society of this dualistic vision which 
separates the human entirely from the natural, which he argues the concept of wilderness 
embodies. If “the place where we are is the place where nature is not” and we “reproduce the 
dualism that sets humanity and nature at opposite poles”, then “we leave ourselves little hope of 
discovering what an ethical, sustainable, honourable human place in nature might actually look 
like” (Cronon 1995, p.11). Cronon argues that basing our conception of what is “natural” on the 





Morton also argues that we should no longer accept a normative view of nature as transcendent 
and separate, but rather that nature should be seen as networked, contingent and inclusive of 
humanity. Morton disparages the legacy of the romantic perspective, saying that “putting 
something called Nature on a pedestal and admiring it from afar does for the environment what 
patriarchy does for the figure of Woman” (Morton 2007, p.5). Castree and Macmillan chart a 
course through the “‘environmental determinism’ position of the 1910s … the ‘possibilist’ 
positions of the 1930s … to the post-1950 recognition that humans seemed to be transforming 
nature more than nature was affecting humans” (Castree and Macmillan 2001, p.208). Castree 
and Macmillan note that whatever position was taken “throughout the twentieth century 
geography maintained in microcosm the wider academic and lay separation between the human 
and the natural” (2001, p.208). 
 
Castree offers a useful review of three current approaches to the question of nature. Firstly, he 
critiques the modernist “people and environment” perspective, stating that this perspective is 
seen by many theorists as intellectually limited and politically biased: 
 
because it equates nature with “environmental problems”, so ignoring other important 
human-environment relations (like commercial agriculture or forestry), and non-
environmental natures (like the human body). And it’s politically biased … because the 
knowledge it produces tends to be “technocratic”. Articulated in the subdisciplines of 
“resource” and “environmental management” and claiming the mantle of “science”, 
what makes this knowledge technocratic is that it rarely discusses the fundamental 
socioeconomic processes transforming twenty-first century nature. (Castree 2001, p.3) 
 
Secondly, Castree describe an “ecocentric” approach which urges a fundamental respect for, and 
need to get back to, nature. The ecocentric theorist suggests that such a return can be “achieved 
through a profound critique and dismantling of existing systems of production and 
consumption”. This way of thinking has grown out of the “green movement” (Castree 2001, 
p.3). Finally, Castree describes and advocates a “social approach”, in which nature is seen to be 
“defined, delimited, or even physically reconstituted by different societies, often in order to 
serve specific, and usually dominant, social interests” (Castree 2001, p. 3). Castree notes that 
although there are many affinities between the ecocentric and social approaches, “ecocentricism 
has a crucial … similarity to the technocratic approach it otherwise opposes … [in that] it posits 
a foundational distinction between the social and the natural, and assumes that the latter is at 




The social approach to understanding nature, or the idea of the social construction of nature, has 
had significant currency in the humanities over the last twenty years. However, the term has 
been contentious, often taken to challenge the material existence of the natural world, an 
interpretation Castree is at pains to refute, saying: “In a broad sense it conveys the idea that 
what we consider to be ‘natural’ always bears the (usually) hidden or forgotten trace of 
particular assumptions, agendas and desires specific to a social group or wider community, 
culture or society” (Castree 2014, p.xxiii).  
 
Soper notes the same distinction between the social and ecological viewpoints of nature, 
identifying “two currently very influential perspectives upon [the map of nature]: that of 
ecology, on the one hand, and that of much recent theory and cultural criticism on the other” 
(Soper 2000, p.3). Soper diverges from Castree, particularly with respect to her understanding 
of social construction. She notes two broad positions with respect to nature: firstly, “an 
approach to nature that has emerged in response to ecological crisis, is critically targeted on its 
human plunder and destruction and politically directed at correcting that abuse”; and secondly, 
an approach “that is focussed on the semiotics of ‘nature’, which would recall us to the role of 
the concept in mediating the ‘reality’ it names, and whose political critique is directed at the 
oppressive use of the idea to legitimate social and sexual hierarchies and cultural norms” (Soper 
2000, p.3).  
 
Soper notes that very different theoretical perspectives on nature may be deployed in support of 
a shared set of political values and aims, pointing out considerable overlap between 
postmodernist forms of scepticism about nature, and ecological critiques of Enlightenment. She 
considers that both positions question Western models of progress, and both expose the 
“oppressive dimensions of the faith in scientific rationality and its associated ‘humanist’ 
commitments” as well as the “anthropocentric privileging of our own species encouraged by its 
humanism” (Soper 2000, p.5). Soper argues that, by distorting the truth of our relations with the 
natural world, this anthropocentrism has resulted in “cruel and destructive forms of dominion” 
over nature under Western instrumental rationality (Soper 2000, p.5). Both the postmodern and 
the ecological forms have argued that the Western “scientistic approach must yield to a more 
proper sense of our actual dependency on the ecosystem and of our organic ties and affinities 
with the earth and its various species” (Soper 2000, p.5). Nonetheless, deconstruction has 
highlighted differing cultural readings of nature, emphasising the instability of the concept. 
Soper contrasts “the naturalist impulse of much ecological argument, which has emphasised 
human affinities with other animals”, with the postmodern emphasis on the “irreducibly cultural 
and symbolic order of human being” (Soper 2000, p.6), and points out that, despite the affinities 
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listed above, the two discourses (ecological and postmodern) diverge very considerably in 
respect of the perspectives they offer on nature: 
 
[F]or while the ecologists tend to invoke nature as a domain of intrinsic value, truth or 
authenticity and are relatively unconcerned with questions of representation and 
conceptuality, postmodernist cultural theory and criticism looks with suspicion on any 
appeal to the idea as an attempt to “eternise” what in reality is merely conventional, and 
has invited us to view the order of nature as entirely linguistically constructed. (Soper 
2000, p.6) 
 
While acknowledging the broad division between the definitions of nature put forward by the 
ecological movement versus the critical positions of postmodernism, Soper nonetheless 
complicates the division, noting that she would prefer to speak of “nature-endorsing” and 
“nature-sceptical” arguments without necessarily relating these to a simple, clear-cut opposition 
between a “green” and a “postmodernist” position. She states: 
  
Many “nature-sceptical” discourses do indeed draw on postmodernist theory, but there 
are others deriving from Marxist, socialist or feminist positions that are highly critical of 
the postmodernist resistance to any realist or foundationalist metaphysics. It is one thing 
to challenge various cultural representations of nature, another to represent nature as if it 
were a convention of culture. (Soper 2000, p.4) 
 
The material turn in contemporary philosophy is at least in part a reaction to this “postmodernist 
resistance to any realist or foundationalist metaphysics”, which occurred largely through the 
focus on language. Nonetheless, some aspects of postmodern thinking, particularly the 
underlying practice of deconstruction, remain crucial as discussed in chapter 6. 
 
Latour argues that contemporary understandings of “nature” and “culture” are inextricably 
entangled. To include both the social and the ecological or material aspects of an understanding 
of nature, Latour has for many years advocated an “actor-network” visualisation of hybrids, 
emphasising the conjoined nature of myriad “social” and “natural” actants. Latour defines an 
actor as “any thing that does modify a state of affairs by making a difference” (Latour 2005, 
p.71), noting that it is critical to any science of the social to thoroughly explore who and what 
participates in the action. Here, Latour parallels the work of Stengers, who asks that we not 
“simplif[y] away our worlds in terms of idealist judgements about what would ultimately matter 
and what would not” (Stengers 2011, p.371). Stengers argues for an “ecology of practices”, 
coining the term “cosmopolitical” (which unites the concepts of the cosmos and its politics) to 
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express an approach that takes into account competing practices and interests containing the 
natural and the social, the scientific and the metaphysical. Latour notes: “In a very deep sense, 
politics has always been about things and matter. It has always been, to take up again the old 
and beautiful term rejuvenated by the Belgian philosopher Isabelle Stengers, a cosmopolitics” 
(Latour 2005, p.2). 
 
Philosopher Arnold Berleant, too, is sceptical of traditional Western approaches that 
“circumscribe … environment, and turn … it into a bounded object like any other ... an object 
that we can think of and deal with as if it were outside and independent of ourselves” (Berleant 
2002, p.6). Berleant argues that the concept of “the environment” is a surviving dualism, 
cementing the concept of a place beyond and putting humanity at a distance from the material 
world, and concludes that there is in reality no inner or outer world, but that person and 
environment are continuous (2002, p.7).  
  
Likewise, Morton argues that we need to abandon former anthropocentric ideas of “Nature” 
(with a capital “n”), which he casts as a distancing construction, in favour of a view that 
acknowledges the abject. Noting Sartre and Lacan’s viewpoint that the “problem of human 
beingness … is the problem of what to do with one’s slime (one’s shit): ‘The slimy is myself’”, 
Morton asserts that “ecological art is duty bound to hold the slimy in view” (Morton 2007, 
p.159). Anti-humanist because it is anti-anthropocentric, this thinking focuses not on humanity 
as an ideal but rather on its immersion in natural processes:  
 
The idea of the environment is more or less a way of considering groups and collectives 
… All kinds of beings, from toxic waste to sea snails, are clamouring for our scientific, 
political and artistic attention, and have become part of political life–to the detriment of 
monolithic conceptions of Nature. To write about ecology is to write about society, and 
not simply in the weak sense that our ideas of ecology are social constructions. 
Historical conditions have abolished an extra-social nature to which theories of society 
can appeal, while at the same time making the beings that fell under this heading 
impinge ever more urgently upon society. (Morton 2007, p.17) 
 
Morton challenges not only the modernist conception of the nature/culture binary, but also its 
formulation of the concept of subjectivity, emphasising that “ecological forms of subjectivity 
inevitably involve ideas and decisions about group identity and behaviour. Subjectivity is not 
simply an individual, and certainly not an individualist, phenomenon. It is a collective one” 
(Morton 2007, p.17). The idea of collectives and relations (“group identity and behaviour”) is an 
important component of the change in understandings of the human-nature relationship since the 
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late 20th century, and is a fundamentally ecological concept, which has played a major role in 
altering conceptions of subjectivity under the new realisms.  
 
Leaving aside the question of the separation of “nature” from “culture”, critics in many 
disciplines have come to recognise that “Nature”, if defined as something untouched by 
humanity, pristine, wild, and separate or other, is not only a misconception, but is also 
increasingly rare, if not completely non-existent on planet Earth. Guattari rejects the 
separateness of “nature”, proposing “three ecologies” (the environment, social relations and 
human subjectivity) within an ethico-political articulation which he calls “ecosophy” (Guattari 
2000). Berleant questions the meaning of the term “the environment”, pointing out that “nature, 
in the sense of a landscape unaffected by human agency, has long since disappeared in nearly 
every region of the world” (Berleant 2002, p.6). Philosopher Slavoj Zizek emphasises the 
implications of this change, which increasingly drives not only philosophical thought but also 
global politics: “Nature is no longer ‘natural’, the reliable ‘dense’ background of our lives; it 
now appears as a fragile mechanism which, at any point, can explode in a catastrophic manner” 
(Zizek 2008, p.435).  
 
Changing conceptions of nature have profoundly influenced the forms of contemporary 
artworks dealing with this subject, and have contributed to the renewed interest in nature as a 
subject. Recent work dealing with nature and the land emphasises the entanglement of humanity 
with the nonhuman, acknowledging Latour’s “all kinds of beings, from toxic waste to sea 
snails” and provoking an ecologically-based awareness of the contingent relations between 
them. Works such as Subhankar Bannerjee’s Caribou Migration (2002) and Nadav Kander’s 
Chongqing Municipality (2007) (Figures 35 and 40) particularly evoke the entanglement of 
human and nonhuman actors in parallel with the political and social factors that influence their 
worlds. Despite visual resemblances, the transcendent and spiritual subjective awe evoked by 
romantic works dealing with nature and landscape has been replaced in these contemporary 
works by a sense of portent, materiality, and an awareness of entanglement and 
interdependence. Subjectivity is becoming collective. I argue, however, that remnant ideas of 
the spiritual in nature tend to mediate against such an understanding in contemporary Western 
art.  
 
The problem of the link: nature-spirituality  
 
Further complicating acceptance of depictions of “nature” in indeterminate or liminal guises is a 
complex set of concerns related to spirituality. Zizek comments that “in art, the spiritual and 
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material spheres are intertwined: the spiritual emerges when we become aware of the material 
inertia, the dysfunctional bare presence, of the objects around us” (Zizek 2003, p.13).  
 
In response to the growing recognition that “pristine” nature has become increasingly rare, now 
recognised to effectively no longer exist, there has been a tendency to romanticise “remote” 
environments such as deserts, oceans, or the ice-bound polar regions, despite our now painful 
awareness that these more extreme regions actually evidence the impacts of human-induced 
climate change most clearly. These regions have, throughout the 20th century, encapsulated in 
the Western imagination the last refuge of the characteristic solitude and “otherness” within 
which the perception of transcendent, absolute, or spiritual experience has been most strongly 
rooted. Geographer and philosopher Yi Fu Tuan speaks of the “ambivalent aesthetics” of such 
desert and ice regions: noting the conflicting images of the desert in Chinese poetry as filled 
with “desolation, wind-blown melancholy, and death”, or in Hebraic-Christian thought as 
“signify[ing] the unsown” a “howling wasteland, a realm of evil spirits beyond God’s presence 
and even somewhat beyond his control”, and yet at the same time the opposite view: in the 
Bible “the prophet who recognised the repellent barrenness of the desert also recognised it as 
the condition for spiritual uplift and exaltation”, and “in the Old Testament, the Sinai wastes 
stood for death, disorder and darkness, but also for God’s transcendent power and redemptive 
love” (Tuan 1993, pp.143-144). The subjection of the landscape or nature to the observer’s 
spiritual needs leaps from these descriptions. Likewise, Henry D. Thoreau emphasised in 1854 
the spirituality and mystery of the natural world, but at the same time acknowledged the 
contradiction inherent in this ideal, expressed in Walden, (or Life in the Woods) (1854), that it 
be a source from which “we are earnest to explore and learn all things”, but at the same time 
“require that all things be mysterious and unexplorable” (Clark 2011, p.33). Both perspectives 
are deeply anthropocentric, and both entangle nature and spirituality. 
 
Contemporary philosophy tends to de-emphasise the spiritual. Reflecting on the origins of this 
rejection in nature, philosopher T.J. Diffey suggests that the natural world acts as a refuge for 
the spiritual that has been exiled from secularism. Noting confusion about this, he nonetheless 
finds a hostility among intellectuals to any sense of spirituality in natural beauty: 
 
because of the supposition that this spirituality consists in the access which nature 
permits to some sort of transcendent truth … Enlightenment atheism, to which modern 
philosophy, and with it aesthetics, subscribes, confuses the rejection of Christianity with 
the rejection of religion as such. In a secular society it is not surprising that there will be 
hostility towards any religious veneration of natural beauty and at the same time nature 




Noting that art has had, in most societies, an intimate connection with religion, Diffey goes on 
to suggest that the West’s contemporary philosophical atheism “affects not only how we regard 
natural beauty but also our attitudes to art” (Diffey 1993, p.55). This link between the concept 
of spirituality in nature and the concept of beauty, both problematic concepts in contemporary 
Western art, and both closely associated with traditional landscape forms, has certainly 
underlain much of the unease felt by theorists and commentators about landscape as a genre. It 
is from this unease that Richter’s “innocuous” comment about his landscape works–“I felt like 
painting something beautiful” (Dienst 1995, p.64)–gains its subversive power, but also 
contributes to the problematic implications of this aspect of his practice. 
 
Concepts of remnants of the spiritual in nature are also explored by other philosophers. Soper 
through the term “cosmological nature”, brings the idea of “plenitude” into contemporary 
thinking. The concept of plenitude originated in Europe in the 5th to the 15th centuries, and 
places humankind in a middle (rather than supreme) position in the cosmos, “infinitely inferior 
to the Deity, but also to all those aethereal spirits, angels, possibly more sublime mortals … who 
people the myriad degrees of difference within the abyss which yawns between man and God” 
(Soper 2000, p.22). Soper argues that in contemporary thinking: 
 
If we extrapolate the cosmological principles from their theological trappings, and focus 
simply on the idea of plenitude, diversity and organic interconnection informing the 
idea of the Chain, then there would at least seem some parallel here with current 
arguments concerning the interdependency of the ecosystem, the importance of 
maintaining biodiversity, and the unpredictable consequences of any … subtraction 
from it. (Soper 2000, p.25) 
 
Soper notes, however, that a critique of the technocratic, secular, and instrumental approach to 
nature is in no way equivalent to a “theology which grounds its demand for human humility in 
the distance which separates man from the lowliest of divine beings”. Likewise, she recognises 
that ecology opposes any hierarchical ranking of species, such as the principle underlying the 
Great Chain (Soper 2000, pp.24-25).  
 
But the concept of the metaphysical, as distinct from the spiritual, is persistent and carries 
through into the new materialisms and realisms (positively, and necessarily, in my view). 
Connolly, in an analysis of affinities among the various movements of the new materialisms, 
notes that “the idea that you should try to be post-metaphysical is scrapped” (Connolly 2013, 
p.399), adding that “it never succeeded anyway” (2013, p.399). Instead, Connolly sees the 
90 
 
various new materialisms as replacing that idea by a “contestable metaphysic and cosmology 
that emphasises the dynamic, temporal and process character of systems and things” (2013, 
p.399). Again, echoes of ecological thinking may be discerned, but Connolly sees a common 
emphasis in the various strands of new materialist thinking beyond the physically analytical and 
“scientific” to include a metaphysical and cosmological dimension, without re-entering the 
domain of theology.  
 
The association of nature with spirituality (which is, Diffey argues, linked to transcendence, a 
framework discredited by postmodern thinking (Diffey 1993, p.54)) is problematic in the 
secular West for artworks and theory dealing with nature, as is an overtly “reductionist” 
scientific viewpoint, which tends to evacuate the work of any sense of wonder. This tension has 
been a source of uncertainty in critical theory relating to art dealing with nature in the late 20th 
century. The new materialist and speculative realist strands of thinking challenge the limitations 
imposed by the theological, romantic, scientifically analytical, or anthropocentric frameworks 
that have existed within modern Western attitudes to nature. In their place, such modes of 
thinking propose a framework that acknowledges the metaphysical, without invoking the 
theological, as well as being strongly grounded in the material and the real.  
 
The form of landscape 
 
Landscape is a medium of exchange between the human and the natural, the self and 
the other. As such, it is like money: good for nothing in itself, but expressive of a 
potentially limitless reserve of value. (Mitchell 2002, p.5) 
Landscape painting is a traditional form of art engaging with the natural world. Emerging in the 
17th century during the Enlightenment, Western landscape painting was elevated in the late 18th 
century as a major genre by romanticism, and was seminal in the early modernism of Monet and 
Cezanne. Because of this, the landscape tradition has been associated with the romantic and 
modernist myths of transcendence, universalism, beauty, and the “truth” of science, along with 
nationalism and the master narrative of colonial power. Mitchell encapsulates the modernist 
separation of nature and culture (“the human and the natural”), and the strength of modernist 
subjectivity (“the self and the other”) that has carried through into postmodern thinking. His 
analysis points out the powerful cultural and social biases supported by landscape. The 
persistence of the romantic and modern social and spiritual connotations of the landscape form, 
added to changed contemporary thought about nature, have only served to further problematise 
the traditional landscape form as a genre. Nonetheless,  some contemporary artists, perhaps 
encouraged by the turn to material thinking, are again experimenting successfully with this 
91 
 
form. My concern here is not to trace the rich aesthetic and stylistic histories of landscape as a 
major Western genre, but rather to explore the critical discourses that have recently challenged 
both landscape and its postmodern critique and to consider contemporary works that are centred 
on new concepts of land, landscape and nature.  
Many of the paintings of John Glover from the 1830s exemplify the Western landscape tradition 
of colonial power and the “claiming of the land”. Hobart Town, taken from the garden where I 
lived (1832), for example, depicts the flourishing British settlement of Hobart extending across 
a broad landscape from the shores of the Derwent River, and specifically emphasises the 
“English” character of the settlement, focusing on the substantial stone house in which he lived, 
and the flourishing rose garden before him, which is painted in great detail. Glover is renowned 
for this sense of the “familiar” (English) character overlaid upon the “new” (Allen 1998, p.28). 
 
 
Figure 11. John Glover, Hobart Town, taken from the garden where I lived, 1832, Oil on canvas, 76 X 152 cm, 
Collection of Dixon Galleries, State Library of NSW.  
 
Eugene von Guérard, another landscape painter in colonial Australia, who also painted many 
“estate paintings”, celebrating the “improvement” of land achieved by wealthy settler 
landowners (Johns, Sayers, Kornhauser and Ellis 1998, pp.30-31), was frequently moved by the 
“sublime” character of wild and rugged landscapes. This is exemplified in North-east View from 
the Northern Top of Mount Kosciusko (1863). I mention this painting in particular because I will 
return to it in the following chapter, as a source for Imants Tillers’ 1985 work Mount Analogue, 
in which Tillers dramatically enlarges von Guérard’s work, reproducing it on multiple 
canvasboards, which, apart from allowing a very large scale piece, also undermine von 
Guérard’s illusion of reality, exploiting the discontinuities in the image produced by Tillers’ 
process to heighten the sense of his rejection of the romantic paradigm within which the original 






Figure 12. Eugene von Guérard, North-east View from the Northern Top of Mount Kosciusko, 1863, Oil on canvas, 
66.5 X 116.8 cm, Collection of The National Gallery of Australia. 
 
Mitchell (2002) suggests that the values expressed in modern Western landscape painting are 
embedded in a Western imperial vision. Likewise, in his critique of colonial dominance in 
Australia, ethnographer Stephen Muecke argues that the political function of (Western) 
landscape representation is given added traction by the sense in which it works towards an 
intensified relationship between the subject and object, engendering something of a sense of a 
“spiritual” attachment to place (Muecke 1999, p.45). This meant that a key practice in 
postmodernism needed to be a deconstruction of the landscape genre, along with its theories of 
the sublime and the picturesque. Danish-Icelandic artist Olafur Eliasson’s work in installation 
and photography is an outstanding example of contemporary approaches to landscape. For 
example, New York City Waterfalls, (2008) reveals the technical means behind otherwise 
potentially romantic constructions. Eliasson installed three enormous waterfalls in central New 
York and exposed their workings by emphasising the scaffolding, mechanical pump-works and 
so on that are required to create the illusion of a natural landscape feature, while retaining their 
beauty and romantic overtones, particularly when lit at night. This double interpretation creates 
an uncertain, liminal space, denying an easy categorisation according to either romantic or 
deconstructive norms. Such contemporary approaches to art dealing with the land and landscape 
were prefigured at least in part by the movement of land art in the 1960s and 1970s, which 






Figure 13. Olafur Eliasson, The New York City Waterfalls, 2008, Brooklyn Bridge, New York. 
 
Underlying the contemporary critical dismantling of the landscape genre is an aversion to 
Enlightenment notions of the subjugation and exploitation of nature; to issues of the 
displacement of the peoples of the “original nations” (for example in Australia and the United 
States) who occupied the land before European settlement; and to a sense that the “romantic” 
connotations often attributed to this form of work label it as inwardly focused, socially evasive, 
and politically conservative. Representations of landscape as an artform reinforced a colonialist 
mentality by which European men took possession of the earth through perspectival vision that 
emphasised “distance” and “disinterest”, and profited from the resources and power controlled 
by these means. Glover’s work is an example of this mechanism of representation and 
appropriation.  
 
Literary scholar Patrick Murphy remarks on the convention of “distancing” involved in 
conventional landscape representation in writing. In contrast to the “distancing” of the 
author/artist in Richter and Tiller’s works, and to the distancing of the subject of the work itself, 
making it elusive and intangible, Murphy comments on the manner in which the conventional 
landscape form distances nature, giving the subject a primary position against a landscape 
“backdrop”. Murphy uses the phrase “scape mentality” in reference to the work of some writers 
to mean that “their novels represent the environment as a static background for dynamic human 
action, much in the manner of certain types of landscape painting” (Murphy 2000, p.14). Artist 
Karen Knorr critiques this attitude of disinterested contemplation in the photograph Pleasures of 
the Imagination: Connoisseur (2014), from her series Connoisseurs (Knorr 1986-1990), which 
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shows a male figure, his back to the viewer, regarding a landscape painting in a panelled room 
hung with many gilt-framed traditional landscape representations with every indication of 
serious contemplation. He is extremely well dressed, and casually holds a glass of scotch by his 
side while he surveys the work. The work reflects not only class, race and power but also the 
underpinning paradigm of the nature/culture divide, and the attitude of “disinterested 
contemplation” attributed to the aesthetic attitude since Kant.  
 
 
Figure 14. Karen Knorr, Pleasures of the Imagination: Connoisseur, 1990, Colour photograph. 
 
In 1966, in the landmark paper “Contemporary Aesthetics and the Neglect of Natural Beauty,” 
professor of moral philosophy Ronald W. Hepburn discussed the neglect of natural beauty he 
perceived in aesthetics at that time, particularly in comparison to its 18th century high point of 
Wordsworthian romantic vision. Hepburn attributed this neglect at least in part to a radical loss 
of religious confidence, to which the Wordsworthian experience had been strongly tied, and to a 
general disappearance of a faith in nature’s intelligibility, its endorsement of human visions and 
aspirations, and its communication of “morally ennobling messages” (Hepburn 1984, p.10). 
Hepburn’s stance indicates the strength of the connection between spirituality and the form of 
landscape, as well as a desire for the form of romantic aesthetics embodied in the traditional 
landscape genre critiqued by Knorr, which had, by the 1960s, as the influence of modernist 
theorising waned, become something of an anachronism in (then) contemporary art dealing with 
nature. This period marked the rise of a new form of work relating to nature known as land art, 
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which, although it retained traces of romanticism, explored the relationship between humanity 
and nature in a radically changed manner, drawing on influences such as conceptualism, and 
employing then contemporary ideas such as the dematerialisation of the art object. Land art, 
because of its significance in 20th century art dealing with nature, is explored in chapter 4.  
 
Despite the devaluing of traditional forms of art dealing with nature after modernism (which 
enthusiastically incorporated nature as a subject for painting, rendered with varying degrees of 
abstraction–artists such as Fred Williams and Arthur Boyd are archetypal examples in 
Australia), activist, remediationist and political stances (such as the work of the Harrison Studio, 
Mel Chin, Agnes Denes or Alan Sonfist, several of whom are discussed below) have remained 
critically valid throughout the late 20th century. In addition, more visually traditional landscape 
works (in contemporary works more often executed in photographic and digital media than in 
painting) are beginning to undergo a renewal, radically shifting the viewer’s perspective from 
romanticism, power, distance and the colonial legacy to materiality, contingency, energy, 
immanence and entanglement, together with a rejection of anthropocentrism–perspectives 
strongly related to those of the ecological sciences. Development of these contemporary forms 
dealing with the landscape has been given added momentum by the recent shift to a speculative 
and material focus in philosophy. Changing cultural, environmental and political conditions 
have been instrumental in driving both theoretical shifts and the material forms of contemporary 
works dealing with the theme of the natural world.  
 
Ecology and politics/ethics 
 
Over much of the 20th century, arguments associated with Western instrumental rationality have 
carried the greatest weight in discussion of the values of the natural world. Thoreau and Aldo 
Leopold offered early challenges to this view, followed by Rachel Carson, Arne Naess, Peter 
Singer and others. In the later 20th century literary critic Christopher Manes writes:  
 
We require a viable environmental ethics to confront the silence of nature in our 
contemporary regime of thought, for it is within this vast, eerie silence [of nature] that 
surrounds our garrulous human subjectivity that an ethics of exploitation regarding 
nature has taken shape and flourished, producing the environmental crisis that now 
requires the search for an environmental counterethics. (Manes 1996, p.16) 
 
Environmental aesthetics and environmental philosophy had a central role to play in this 
challenge. Berleant, for example, argues the cultural inflections inherent in aesthetic 
appreciation, suggesting that environmental aesthetics “while concerned with appreciating 
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nature … goes well beyond appreciation … environmental aesthetics identifies important values 
in ecological thinking, ethics, and other branches of the philosophical tree, values that are often 
overlooked” (Berleant 2002, p.4). Berleant notes how Rosalind Krauss’ concept of the expanded 
field, in reaching out into the larger environment and including “things and situations that 
cannot be easily circumscribed and catalogued”, for example, video art and electronic media, 
and mentioning also the works of 1970s land artists such as Christo and Smithson (Berleant 
2002, p.5), has resulted in a need to rethink the conventional aesthetic viewpoint. This 
viewpoint (following Kant) had held that art was “a unique creation, [whose] objects were 
different from other things and enjoyed a special ontological status … Appreciating them 
required the beholder to adopt a unique attitude of disinterested contemplation” (Berleant 2002, 
p.3). This attitude is piercingly illustrated in Knorr’s Pleasures of the Imagination, Connoisseur, 
illustrated above (Figure 14). It should be noted, however, that Kant developed ideas of 
aesthetic appreciation mostly in relation to the natural world, rather than to art (Berleant 2002, 
p.3). In contemporary times, the attitude of “disinterested contemplation” in the aesthetic 
viewpoint in works relating to the natural world has been considerably challenged by global 
realities, giving way to a recognition of contingency and interconnectedness: the “ecological” 
viewpoint called for by Morton, Serres and Latour. 
 
Latour extends the idea of the fusion of nature and culture and the need to “reconceptualise 
human desire ecologically” into the arena of politics. Latour has long advocated a “parliament 
of things” in which there are “representatives who are spokespersons for people, for 
governments, for climate models, ice cores, tigers, genes, rivers and soils … the very notion of a 
representative government … now includes the highly complex setup that represents 
nonhumans as well as humans” (Latour 2011, p.72). Latour sees such a body as the only viable 
mechanism for decision-making on environmental issues now that “scientists no longer appear 
as a voice from nowhere mysteriously fused with the undisputable necessity of matters of facts” 
(2011, p.72). He is also emphatic that nature cannot be regarded as a transcendent entity, 
suggesting that “it is no longer possible to appeal outside this political arena, to nature and its 
laws as if it were a higher court and a higher transcendent authority” (2011, p.73). Instead he 
suggests that we visualise nature, humankind, nonhumankind, the geosphere and atmosphere, all 
of the “world”, as inextricably entwined. He states: “[T]o speak of cosmopolitics is to say that 
the world has to be composed … not to be unveiled, possessed, mastered, or abandoned for 
some other world … or a world of beyond, a spiritual realm” (2011, p.73).  
 
In what could be construed as a practical application of this principle, philosopher Michel Serres 
has long argued, with his publication of The Natural Contract in 1990, that all living beings and 
all inert objects, in other words, all of “nature”, should be accorded the rights of legal subjects. 
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Recent legislation enacted for the Whanganui River in New Zealand, the Yamuna and Ganges 
Rivers in India (since legally challenged (O’Donnell 2017)), and the Rio Atrata in Colombia, 
giving each of these rivers “personhood” in the eyes of the law, is an application of just such 
cosmopolitical thinking. As noted in a paper for the Global Water Forum: “granting nature legal 
rights establishes nature as a legal equal to humans, which is a profound cultural and legal shift 
in terms of how we relate to, and interact with, the environment” (O’Donnell 2017, p.5). This is 
Serres’ “natural contract” enacted. Referring to lawsuits that, for example, “oppose polluters 
and this park or forest or that mangrove swamp”, Serres proposes that our behaviours and even 
our sensibilities “now take into consideration the fragility of things, and so presuppose that 
Nature is slowly becoming a legal subject” (Serres 2006, p.4). The extent to which the social 
position on such issues has developed is illustrated by the extension of legal personhood to these 
rivers.  
 
Serres emphasises not only the politicisation of nature, but also the extent to which he sees 
humanity as entangled with and almost dwarfed by it, defining, in common with Morton’s 
“hyper-objects”, a concept of “world-objects”, which he defines as “tools with a dimension that 
is commensurable with one of the dimensions of the world”. Serres emphasises the extent of our 
entanglement, noting that the scale of these world-objects “eliminates the distance between us 
and them which in the past defined objects. We now live in these objects as we live in the world” 
(Serres 2006, p.4, my emphasis). This realisation has changed the manner in which we 
understand humankind’s intellectual and ethical relationship with nature, driving change in our 
political attitudes to it. Serres puts it like this: 
 
Older categories of totality such as being-in-the-world [have] become concerns of 
objective knowledge, relevant to the problem of politics and technical action. Thus they 
go from metaphysics to physics, from speculation to action, from ontology to 
responsibility, from ethics to politics. (Serres 2006, p.6) 
 
A focus on matter and ecological thinking, on entanglement and contingency, particularly 
contingencies deriving from the now recognised entanglement of the natural and the cultural, is 
a feature of contemporary forms of art dealing with landscape and nature. There is also a 
renewed interest in the speculative and the ephemeral, ephemerality being particularly evident 
in the nature of the materials employed in many such works. The contemporary speculative and 
material turns in thinking have been presaged by a number of movements and rethinkings of 
nature, culture, humanity and matter and the relationships between them; including ecocriticism, 
actor-network theory and ultimately a reconsideration of speculative metaphysics in relation to 




Ecological perspectives, which have been central to the natural sciences since the 1970s, and 
influential in cultural theory over the last two to three decades, exerted a significant earlier 
influence on some forms of conceptualism, but had considerably less influence on postmodern 
thinking due to the dominance of cultural and linguistic relativism in the late 20th century (Ede 
2005, p.3; Murphy 2000, p.77; Bryant, Srnicek and Harman 2011, p.2). However, more recently 
the speculative realists have revolutionised thinking in this sphere. Peter Gratton argues that 
speculative realism “rejects thinking the real through its representations found in linguistic and 
epistemological correlationisms”, also noting that it does “not ground reality in an a priori 
relation of access described under the phenomenological being-in-the-world” (Gratton 2014, 
p.37).  
 
Driving these new philosophies are not only academic speculation but also pressing social and 
political issues such as climate change. Latour extends his remarks about the conflation of 
nature and politics cited earlier by giving examples of recent political controversies over natural 
phenomena. He notes: “We have only to think about last year’s climategate or the recent shaky 
deal in Cancun over non-binding CO2 reduction to witness a political controversy about a 
formerly natural question: that of the climate itself” (Latour 2011, p.71). And there have been 
many such controversies since, particularly revolving around the issue of climate change. 
 
This political sensibility has become characteristic of much contemporary art relating to nature, 
even that which may superficially evoke connotations of the romantic sublime. Examples 
include Olafur Eliasson and Minik Rosing’s Ice Watch (2014), discussed in chapter 7, and many 
other artists’ works, such as those of HeHe, Nadav Kander, Erika Blumenfeld, Rúrí, Subhankar 
Bannerjee or David Buckland (Figures 37, 40, 42, 41, 35, 38). Some of these works, such as 
those by Buckland, Bannerjee, or HeHe, are overtly political in their messaging, others are more 
subtle, but political content underlies all of them, because they are motivated by concern and 
interest, if not love, for the natural world, which, as Serres points out, is in contemporary times a 
political entity.  
 
Elements of wonder or even awe do not preclude politics, and, as Stengers argues, they may in 
fact open the field to extremely valuable, and even practical, insights. Also differentiating many 
of these works from the romantic tradition is the strong focus on matter itself–Eliasson’s or 
Blumenfeld’s ice for instance, or Kander’s atmospheres–which takes them into an overtly 
material realm, virtually eliminating the subjectivity that characterised romanticism. Works such 
as these combine beauty, affect, and politics working synchronously, through the creation of a 
liminal space, to enact Deleuze’s observation: “Something in the world forces us to think. This 
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something is an object not of recognition but of a fundamental encounter” (Deleuze 1994, 
p.139, my emphasis). As a result of the changes in thought about nature and the natural world, 
contemporary artworks dealing with the natural world tend no longer to invoke a separation of 
nature from culture, and have ceased to invoke the spiritual (although creating a receptive 
environment for speculation), suggesting instead a sense of immanent entanglement and 
contingent relations between the human and nonhuman, an awareness of the “fragility of things” 
(Connolly 2013), and our place embedded amongst them. The artists I have discussed, and 
others, are seeking to provide just such an encounter as theorised by Deleuze, in order to do 
exactly this, to “force us to think”. In this endeavour, they are utilising materiality, its affects 
and agency, alongside the potentiality of the liminal space: what Bennett refers to as an 
“aesthetic-affective openness to material vitality” (Bennett 2010a, p.x).  
 
The rise in environmental consciousness which has occurred in since the 1960s, and the new 
philosophical approaches to nature which have arisen since the 1990s, have been accompanied 
by a rise in prominence of artworks dealing with nature as a subject: a subject that had been less 
examined since the 1960s and ’70s when the natural world, in an exploration of experience, 
place, environment, systems, and the cosmos, was also a dominant preoccupation in the land art 
movement, although approached from a considerably different perspective to contemporary 
concerns. The land art movement is explored in the following chapter, and contemporary art 
dealing explicitly with nature in chapter 6.  
 
The place of the liminal in art of nature 
 
The final part of this chapter connects the concerns of early environmental practice, including 
that of land art, with notions of the liminal in art. My aim is to show that, despite all the tensions 
between romanticism and the sublime that might underlie a landscape practice (of many kinds), 
there is a pervasive sense of the liminal throughout. 
 
Contemporary art has broadly abandoned the idea of grand narratives. This is largely a legacy of 
postmodernism, which rejected totalising narratives and fixed hierarchies. In art dealing with 
nature, the emphasis has shifted to recognising the contingent and uncertain, the concepts of 
immanence and networks, and the habit of revealing the concealed, of looking beneath–all 
activities and zones with links to the liminal. This thinking has been considerably influenced by 
the contemporary theorists referred to in this thesis, including Deleuze and Guattari, Stengers, 
Latour, Serres, Morton, Bennett, and Grosz, and has, combined with a recognition of the 
pressing social problems posed by what were not so long ago considered as separate, 
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“environmental” issues, resulted in a substantial proliferation of art dealing with nature in the 
early 21st century. 
 
Flux, uncertainty, evolution, chaos 
 
Darwin’s evolutionary theories have increasingly influenced the field of cultural studies in 
recent decades (Thornhill 2003; Carlson 2006; Miles 2014), and have also influenced art. 
Darwin’s theories constituted an intellectual tipping point in the West during the latter half of 
the 19th century, virtually wiping away the theological certainties about creation that had 
dominated discourse on this topic until then. Ideas stemming from Darwinian evolution also 
introduced elements of flux and uncertainty, as well as transformation, which are characteristic 
of liminal situations, by highlighting the central role of chance in the evolutionary process. 
Similarly, the ecological sciences, based in ideas of interdependence within and between 
systems, species and the physical environment, also incorporate these principles. As cultural 
theorist Malcolm Miles summarises: 
 
Natural selection ... has no end-goal or design. The only rule is that movement is always 
forward; hence previous states of nature cannot ever be recovered. This renders 
projections of past Edens onto an imagined future unrealistic ... Natural selection is an 
open-ended process and cannot be predicted. Humans are actors in evolution ... [in 
which] the future is seeded by the past. (Miles 2014, p.48) 
 
The open-ended nature of processes underlying evolution is important in moulding thinking 
about ideas such as immanence, contingency, networks and entanglement in contemporary 
thinking about nature, and artists have used such ideas from the sciences. In the 20th century it 
was understood, for example, that nuclear exposure can greatly increase the underlying rate of 
naturally occurring chance genetic mutations, which is one mechanism underlying the 
introduction of variability in a population in an evolutionary sense. Some contemporary artists, 
such as Cornelia Hesse-Honegger, have produced works based in this knowledge. Hesse-
Honegger, a Swiss scientific illustrator, has produced a substantial series of greatly enlarged 
watercolour paintings of mutated insects from sites of nuclear exposure around the world, 
including South Vietnam, Gundremmingen in Germany, Chernobyl in the USSR, and other sites 
in the United States and Europe. The series has generated controversy in scientific as well as 
public forums, and has been used (with the artist’s permission) in campaigns opposing nuclear 




Grosz relates Darwin’s thinking directly to art production. She notes that the principles of 
variation, proliferation and adaptation which characterise Darwin’s theory demonstrate that 
“systems can be contained and open-ended, being temporally and geographically sensitive ... 
subjected to tendencies and probabilities rather than laws” (Grosz 2004, p.33). She also points 
out that, under certain conditions, “each can tumble into chaotic processes under which systems 
break down or new forms emerge” (Grosz 2004, p.33), indicating the breaching of a threshold. 
Fears of just such tipping points into cascading change developing in the climate system, as 
appears to be now underway in the Arctic, has made this idea of tipping points painfully 
immediate and familiar in contemporary times. 
 
Grosz entangles Darwin’s evolutionary thinking with that of Irigaray, Deleuze and Guattari “to 
understand the productive and artistic interactions between living, sexed bodies, and a dynamic, 
unpredictable and eventful world” (Grosz 2008, p.x). Grosz states:  
 
Philosophy, like art and like science, draws on and over chaos. The chaotic 
indeterminacy of the real, its impulses to ceaseless variation, gives rise to the creation of 
networks, zones, planes of cohesion … Twin rafts over chaos, philosophy and art, along 
with their more serious sibling, the sciences, enframe chaos, each in its own way, in 
order to extract something consistent, composed, immanent. (Grosz 2008, p.8)  
 
Citing Deleuze, Grosz designates the force that art contains, which she considers resonates 
through every worldly structure, to be a “nonhuman ‘unliveable Power’ that runs through all of 
life”, connecting all living forms to the forces and qualities of materiality itself (Grosz 2008, 
p.19). Discussing nature and art’s shared propensity to produce excess to that required for 
survival, she exposes their common creativity, characterising art as “the passage from the house 
to the universe, from territory to deterritorialization, ‘from the finite to the infinite’ from the 
body of the living being to the universe itself” (Grosz 2008, p.24 citing Deleuze and Guattari 
1994). The liminal framing of the work of art, its function as a passage to transformation, and 
the fundamental relevance of the natural sciences (not just to art dealing with nature as its 
subject, but to all art) are very clear here. Grosz persuasively links an excess of living energy 
and production, manifested in sexual desire as in art, to matter, traditionally viewed, in the 
terminology of Timothy Morton (who voices his disagreement with this conceptualisation), as 
“inert stuff” (Morton 2007, p.70). The concept of matter and its agency has been fundamentally 
revised under new materialist thinking by theorists such as Harman and Morton, and perhaps 
most notably in the work of Bennett, to encompass its autonomous power and its inherent 




Contingency, immanence, entanglement, the sublime 
 
The idea of contingency also introduces liminal elements in the sense that the networked 
relationships and dependencies of theorised systems (ecological as other) create a complex 
interconnected mass that is constantly shifting, reshaping, and adjusting to change: a state of 
constant transition that is liminal in itself but which can be brought to cascading change if the 
relationship between elements is pushed too far–in other words, if a threshold is breached. The 
global issue of climate change on which we are currently seen to stand at a tipping point 
(Pachauri and Reisinger 2007) is a concrete contemporary example of the relevance of the 
liminal to art dealing with the natural world, as are other issues involving thresholds, the 
unknowable, and uncertain futures, such as environmental pollution and degradation, population 
pressure, species extinction and so on. Investigation in art of theoretical issues such as 
immanence, the metaphysical, and entanglement of the human and non-human, in opposition to 
anthropocentrism and the bifurcated nature/culture debate, and other concepts such as the 
sublime, also involve such liminal aspects. Contemporary artists such as HeHe, Subhankar 
Banerjee, Olafur Eliasson, Tacita Dean, Elizabeth Ogilvie, Janet Lawrence, Ken and Julia 
Yonetani, Nadav Kander, Rúrí, Erika Blumenfeld, and many others investigate and raise 
questions about these issues, frequently utilising liminal placement to do so. Ken and Julia 
Yonetani’s Crystal Palace: The Great Exhibition of the Works of Industry of All Nuclear 
Nations (2013), a haunting installation of 31 chandeliers made of uranium glass that glows 
green when exposed to ultra-violet light, is one example of such work.  
 
 
Figure 15. Ken and Julia Yonetani, Crystal Palace: The Great Exhibition of the Works of Industry of All Nuclear 





This work, created in response to the Fukushima Daiichi Disaster in Japan, “tread[s] the 
borderline between beauty and panic”, as journalist Clara Choy put it following its installation 
in the Singapore Biennale in 2013 (Yonetani n.d.). The work’s title refers to the grand building 
designed for the Great Exhibition of the Works of Industry of All Nations, held in 1851 in 
London, as a celebration of modern industrial technology and design. The Yonetanis’ work 
hints at the tension between human ambition, technological development, and its costs and 
consequences, using the uranium glass chandeliers as symbols of luxury and of the seductions 
of consumption, but also evoking, in the material used, the costs and destructive power of such 
excess.  
 
Otherness, the sublime, aesthetics 
 
The concept of “otherness” is also important in contemporary attitudes to nature and art about 
nature. Cronon makes the point that we need to begin “seeing the otherness” (1995, p.19) in that 
which is most familiar, rather than creating a remote ideal of nature, isolated from humans. The 
concept of otherness is certainly central to the works of Hesse-Honegger, amongst others. There 
is a clear contemporary focus on the non-human, or more correctly, the interrelationships or 
entanglement of the human and non-human. In a more general sense, I suggest that the state of 
“seeing the otherness” is one description of entering a liminal state, and could aptly be used to 
describe the effect of the technique of “withholding” used by Richter, which “others” the 
potentially everyday, making us pause and look again. It could also be read in terms of the 
reconfiguration of the sublime posed by Berleant, who suggests that the sublime, traditionally a 
portal to “otherness”, can be used differently, as a model to escape the distancing required by 
traditional aesthetics: 
 
[I]f the sublime becomes our model and we accept the unity of the natural world, then 
we must identify the qualitative character of our experience which becomes central on 
those occasions when aesthetic appreciation dominates. They are times of sensory 
acuteness, of a perceptual unity of nature and human, of a congruity of awareness, 
understanding and involvement mixed with awe and humility, in which the focus is on 
the immediacy and directness of the occasion of experience. Perceiving environment 
from within, as it were, looking not at it but in it, nature becomes something quite 
different; it is transformed into a realm in which we live as participants, not observers. 




Curator and academic Jill Bennett’s description of an altered approach to aesthetics, cited 
earlier, similarly proposes an aesthetic sensibility linking aesthetics and “practical action”. 
Bennett proposes a notion that she calls “practical aesthetics”: 
 
[T]he notion of practical aesthetics ... [reflects] a tension in art's orientation towards the 
world of practical action. Deleuze captures its essence in his evocation of the “affection 
image” as one that stops short of action, embodying precisely that which occupies the 
interval between a troubling perception and a hesitant action. (Bennett 2012, pp.3-4) 
 
Both of these descriptions imply a placement of the participant within a liminal space, “a 
perceptual unity of nature and human”, a placement that “occupies the interval between a 
troubling perception and a hesitant action”. Bennett goes on to emphasise the link of this form 
of aesthetics to “a real-world orientation”, suggesting that practical aesthetics accomplishes 
Latour’s injunction to extend the field of social enquiry or humanities by turning “the solid 
objects of today into their fluid states” in order to “render visible the network of relations that 
produces them” (Bennett 2012, p.5).  
 
 
Figure 16. Isaac Julien, Ten Thousand Waves, 2010, Nine screen installation, 35mm film transferred to digital, colour, 
9.2 sound, The Museum of Modern Art (MOMA), New York 2013. 
 
Bennett cites works such as Shona Illingsworth’s Balnakeil (2009), a video and sound 
installation exploring atmospheres of threat and absence in a remote village in Scotland, where 
Bennett suggests that air is “not an object of art but a hyper-medium, materially altering 
conditions of perception” (2012, pp.54-60). Similarly, she explores Isaac Julien’s Ten Thousand 
Waves (2010), a video rendition interweaving a real event–the tragic drowning of 23 Chinese 
cockle-collectors in Morecombe Bay in England–with a traditional 16th century fable of 
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fishermen lost at sea aided by the Goddess Mazu, a work which Bennett sees as operating in a 
tangential relation to the real, allowing the imagery of the piece to extend over a vast terrain, in 
time as well as in place, rendering visible, in video of luminous beauty and great fluidity of time 
and place, reality and the imagined, the intangible relations and memories of the cockle 
collectors, their heritage and culture, and the real event that tragically occurred on the mudflats 
of Morecombe Bay. 
 
Theorist Linda Williams also speaks of an altered approach to aesthetics, noting the “tensions 
between the countervailing cultural tendencies of affective poetics and public accessibility” 
(Williams 2013, p.19), terming the two forms “slow” and “fast” environmental art. Williams 
notes:  
 
On the one hand, there is the kind of publicly accessible environmental art that speaks 
clearly to a wide range of people, but is often subject to didacticism or well-intentioned 
banality. … On the other, the more aesthetically sophisticated works of the poetic 
imagination ... [which] are nonetheless sometimes seen as eliding the ethical 
imperatives of publicly communicating the findings of science in an age of heightened 
environmental risk. (Williams 2013, p.20)  
 
Williams argues that the form of “affective poetics”, which she discusses in relation to 
environmental art, attempts to move beyond anthropocentrism, in order to accomplish a shift 
towards the concept of “shared human and nonhuman global ecologies” (2013, p.20). 
 
This focus on relations was also present in many of the works of land art, even though it 
remained essentially anthropocentric. Critic John Grande, contrasting the “imposition on the 
landscape” that frequently constituted American land art with more contemporary forms of art 
relating to the environment, comments that a new approach to site and environment has 
developed in the late 20th and early 21st centuries (Grande 2004, pp.xvii-xviii)–an approach 
demonstrated by many contemporary artists dealing with nature. In these recent works, there is 
an exploration of the nonhuman that remains unfiltered by ideas of human perception and 
experience (as land art tended to do), instead focussing on the qualities and nature (essentially 
the ontological nature) of nature itself. Scottish artist Elizabeth Ogilvie’s Bodies of Water 
(2006), for example, is a filmic collaboration with Taiko drummer Joji Hiroto, exploring the 
rhythms of the water cycle, “its worth, and its visual and physical effect, its universal and 
sustaining properties” (Brown 2005, p.12). This work evokes the nature of water, its being, as 
an entity in and of itself, short-circuiting human perception or appreciation–exploring water 





Figure 17. Elizabeth Ogilvie, Bodies of Water, 2005, Video still of installation, Dundee Contemporary Arts, 2005-
2006. 
 
Further examples include Olafur Eliasson’s works. Eliasson explicitly highlights the 
entanglement of nature and culture in his works. Subhankar Banerjee, too, concentrates on the 
effects of environmental change on both the biotic and the human inhabitants of specific 
regions, but the viewer’s perspective is from the natural world, rather than from the position of 
the human participant. 
 
There are also a number of Australian artists who are relevant to this discussion. Janet Laurence 
focuses on nature throughout her practice, using mixed media and installation. She states that 
her work occupies “the liminal spaces or meeting places of art, science, imagination and 
memory” (Laurence n.d.), and that, while the work echoes architecture, it also exhibits organic 
qualities and a sense of instability and transience. Her works frequently utilise natural materials, 
in combination with contemporary industrial materials such as perspex, plastic tubing, and 
glass. One substantial series, which includes the work In Memory of Nature (2012), takes the 
form of the 19th century “wunderkammer”, updated to a 21st century aesthetic. Concerned to 
highlight the interconnection of all life forms, Laurence often produces work in response to 
specific sites or environments, but unlike land art works, these works are made for installation 
in the gallery or public spaces, and emphasise their materiality within the gallery environment–





Figure 18. Janet Laurence, In Memory of Nature, 2012 (detail), Acrylic, scientific glass, dried plants, seeds, sulphur, 
salt, amethyst, taxidermied owls, shellac, tulle, wood, burnt bones, hand-blown glass, oil paint, mirrors, 180 X 160 X 
350 cm, Art Gallery of NSW. 
 
Laurence’s art, and the works of many other artists that are being created in contemporary 
contexts, are not an imposition on the environment, nor a formalist investigation of its qualities, 
but a call to attention, in relational, conceptual, political, aesthetic and other terms, to its beauty, 
vulnerability, absolute necessity to humanity, and current precarious placement. There is also an 
emerging strand of works exploring the material world–matter, objects, energy and processes–
stimulated by the philosophical shift of the new materialisms. The materiality of expression 
varies widely, ranging in the examples I have discussed across painting, film, photography, 
sculpture and installation, and the work is no longer necessarily sited in nature, but a central 
concern with the natural world, and an element of liminality in conception and execution, are 
common features in the work of these artists. Liminal concepts and techniques form a potent 
tool in communicating a sense of uncertainty, contingency, position at a threshold, and 
vulnerability. Foreboding and entanglement, rather than transcendence, can be discerned in 
much contemporary art dealing with the natural world. But frequently awe remains. 
 
The extensive and fundamental changes that have occurred in our understanding of the concept 
of “nature” in the late 20th and early 21st centuries necessitate an altered theoretical framework 
for conceptualising relationships with, and understandings of, the world with which we are 
entwined. Seeking such a framework has been the main motivation of the new realisms, such as 
new materialism, speculative realism, and object oriented ontology, and the development of this 
framework has allowed vestigial elements of romanticism (particularly the Kantian sublime) to 
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be revised. The process of rendering visible a network of relations described by Jill Bennett 
could equally be described as rendering the liminal visible, and it is not a new idea. Taking a 
historical example, but considering works that continue to influence contemporary artworks 
dealing with the natural world, this focus on relations and liminal placement was also present in 
many of the works of land art at its height in the 1960s and ’70s, and one could argue was 
present (in a very different form, as discussed) in romantic artists such as William Blake, JMW 
Turner, and Caspar David Friedrich. While forms and critical interpretation have changed 
considerably, a liminal thread has persisted throughout. 
 
Land art began to mediate a shift away from romanticism in regard to art dealing with nature, 
despite continuing many of the romantic concerns which had persisted under modernism. Land 
art to some degree formed a hinge in the development of a new form of art dealing with nature, 
and prefigured many of the concerns of postmodernism and contemporary approaches in this 






Land Art, the Liminal, and Moves Towards a Contemporary Art of 
Nature  
 
The movement and influence of land art 
 
Nineteenth century European landscape painting, such as the work of Glover and von Guérard, 
expressed culturally mediated relations to the land: ideas such as ownership and power, 
civilisation, the rule of reason, national and individual identity, a sense of history, expressions of 
veneration of wild, untamed “nature’” and a relationship to a transcendent being (God) through 
a sense of the sublime. This sensibility persisted well into the 20th century. “Landscape” was a 
form in which the land had been aesthetically and culturally processed (Andrews 1999; Mitchell 
2002; Tuan 1993).  
  
By the 1960s, approaches to the natural world were changing. A nascent environmental 
consciousness in the West, amplified by influential works such as Rachel Carson’s Silent Spring 
(1962), was leading to new forms of engagement, and artistic works dealing with the land also 
changed. In earlier contexts, elements of the natural world tended to be treated as “still life”, as 
objects included in painted form in collections or still life groupings, in “Vanitas” and 
“memento mori” paintings, and in “studies” of individual elements, such as J.M.W. Turner’s 
cloud studies. The viewpoint was generally subjective and bedded in ideas of transcendence or 
Cartesian rationality. In contemporary artworks dealing with nature, these same elements 
frequently form the central material in works dealing explicitly with the materiality of nature, 
such as Laurence’s or Ogilvie’s works. Laurence’s In Memory of Nature (2012) carries echoes 
of the 19th century “collection”, in its recreation of a “wunderkammer”, but presents the 
collection objects in a rigorously 21st century format, utilising acrylic and glass display cases, 
vessels, and tubing, suggesting a hospital or laboratory setting. Ogilvie explores water in all its 
forms, bringing the material inside to induce an artificial state, in order to make the viewer 
aware “of the distance between their everyday life practices and elemental resources” (Ogilvie, 
n.d.”I”). She too explores the material (which she speaks of as “enacting itself” (Ogilvie, 
n.d.”II”)) through 21st century media of video and installation. But the transformation of art 
relating to nature has been slow. In the middle years of the 20th century, formalism replaced 
representation, but a romantic perspective remained in the approach to the natural world, as did 
the conceptualisation of art as autonomous objects for exhibition in the sanctified gallery space. 
Land art in the 1960s and 1970s heralded a new approach.  
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The term “land art” is commonly used by art historians to refer to the movement in its most 
active, innovative, and influential days during the late 1960s and throughout the 1970s in 
America and the UK. Prominent American land artists in the 1970s included Robert Smithson 
(Spiral Jetty (1970)), Michael Heizer (Double Negative (1969-70)), Walter De Maria (Lightning 
Field (1977)), Nancy Holt (Sun Tunnels (1973-76)), Dennis Oppenheim (Parallel Stress 
(1970)), Robert Morris (Observatory (1977)), James Turrell (Roden Crater (1977-present)), and 
Alan Sonfist (Time Landscape (1965-78)). Their ideas and their practices differed radically 
from the tradition of representational landscape painting.  
 
 
Figure 19. Michael Heizer, Double Negative, 1969-70, Nevada Desert, Collection of the Museum of Contemporary 
Art, Los Angeles. 
 
 
Figure 20. Robert Smithson, Spiral Jetty, 1970, Great Salt Lake, Utah, Reproduced from Earthwards: Robert 




Before the return of nature as a major subject in contemporary art, land art was the most 
crtitically acknowledged recent genre in which the natural world was a major preoccupation for 
artists. This was not a major area of focus in postmodernism; that movement’s preoccupations 
with language and ideology turned attention elsewhere, so much so that in 1996, just over 
twenty years ago, the literary critic Cheryl Glotfelty, an early force in the ecocriticism 
movement, observed:  
 
If your knowledge of the outside world were limited to what you could infer from the 
major publications of the literary profession, you would quickly discern that race, class, 
and gender were the hot topics of the late twentieth century, but you would never 
suspect that the Earth’s life support systems were under stress. Indeed you might never 
know that there was an Earth at all. (Glotfelty and Fromm 1996, p.xvi)  
 
Nonetheless, land art had much in common with the linguistic turn; indeed, it helped pave the 
way for its ascendency. Robert Smithson’s writings and works in particular are seen by many 
commentators, Craig Owens (1994) and Gary Shapiro (1995) amongst them, as effectively 
heralding postmodern thinking in his writings and intellectual practices, and also in the 
combination of media and genres he employed to explore these discourses. Owens considers 
Smithson at some length in the volume of essays Beyond Recognition, noting in particular 
Smithson’s focus on language (1994, pp.40-50), a central concern of postmodernism. Owens 
also explores Smithson’s concept of “site and nonsite”, suggesting that Smithson’s exploration 
of a focus on language as a centre in his practice is in fact an exploration of the dialectical 
relationship between centre and circumference, functioning in the same manner as his site-
nonsite concept. Owens notes: 
 
In an interview, Smithson described the nonsite, which catapults the mind out to the 
“unfocussed fringe” where it “loses its boundaries and a sense of the oceanic pervades”, 
as the centre, and the site itself as the fringe or edge. (Owens 1994, pp.40-41) 
  
Owens also cites Smithson’s discussion of the sense of dizzying vertigo induced by this 
experience of decentering (there is a strong sense of the liminal here), noting that “all of 
Smithson’s work effected a radical dislocation of art, which was removed from its locus in the 
museum and gallery to remote, inaccessible locations” (Owens 1994, p.41). Owens goes on to 
say that “this displacement is not only geographic, but economic as well” (it can no longer be 
valued as an autonomous, portable commodity), and also physical: “the spectator’s experience 
of Spiral Jetty, for example, is ‘one of continually being decentred within the great expanse of 
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lake and sky’” (Owens 1994, pp.41-42). In these ways, Smithson’s work, and the work of other 
land artists dealing with landscape but in an entirely new manner, sets up many of the primary 
concerns of postmodernism in art. The shift is away from the romantic, the picturesque, or any 
other earlier landscape tradition, which tend to offer closure and support received certainties. A 
sense of openness pervades–in the same manner as in Richter’s work, the viewer is set adrift, 
unsettled, unmoored, and forced to question. These are quintessentially liminal qualities. 
 
Although focused on the natural world, artists working in this genre were also frequently not 
dealing with the natural environment in an ecological sense. While situated in the environment, 
and often dealing with the environment as subject matter, in a fundamental way, artists such as 
Smithson, Heizer, Holt and Long focused on and questioned the methods, modes, and values of 
modernism. Drawing on ideas from minimalism and conceptualism, process and performance 
art, and institutional critique, and breaking with the modernist conventions of pure idealist space 
and the sanctity of the art object, which rendered modernist sculptural works autonomous and 
self-referential, land art was emphatically site-specific: it “[gave] itself up to its environmental 
context, being formally determined or directed by it” (Kwon 2004, p.11). In similar vein, critic 
Ben Tufnell characterises land art as a form of work in which “idea, process and experience are 
prioritised above objecthood” (Tufnell 2006, p.17). Beardsley also writes of a cultural 
ambivalence between the impulse to exploit the landscape and the desire to protect it, and notes 
that “as this art has developed, it has moved away from the romantic and rejectionist postures of 
Thoreau towards the more pragmatic, socially engaged attitudes of Jefferson” (Beardsley 1984, 
p.1). 
 
On one hand, a new kind of materiality was explored, replacing the “pure idealist space of 
dominant modernisms” by the materiality of the natural landscape, or the impurity of the 
everyday (Kwon 2004, p.11), and on the other, Lucy Lippard suggests that the work explored 
what she terms the “dematerialisation” of the art object (Lippard 1973). Both are true. Lippard 
cites as examples what she refers to as “the current international obsession with entropy” 
(Lippard and Chandler 1971, p.259), which was a major preoccupation of Smithson. Lippard 
also cites Claes Oldenburg’s Placid City Monument (1967), a trench dug and filled in again by 
union gravediggers behind the Metropolitan Museum, New York, and Christo and Jeanne-
Claude’s Temporary Monuments, such as the packaging of the National Gallery in Rome, then 
anticipated to take place in March 1968 (the month following publication of Lippard’s article). 
The project Wrapped Reichstag, Berlin (again, Christo and Jeanne-Claude), another more recent 




Artists working in land art genres frequently used the materials of the site in which they were 
located or to which they referred, and upon which they often drew for their power. Tufnell cites 
land art as having applied the techniques and forms of minimalism and abstract expressionism 
outside the gallery and in new forms (Tufnell 2006, p.6). Tufnell also notes that physical contact 
with the work is necessary: speaking of De Maria’s Two Parallel Lines, he states that this is 
“not a piece of art that, like a traditional painting, could be apprehended in a single glance” 
(2006, pp.8-9). He also finds that while some artists were supportive of environmental issues 
this was not necessarily a general principle of land art (Tufnell 2006, p.13), noting however that 
while the prominent American land artists in the 1960s and ’70s often produced works in the 
landscape on a monumental scale (referring to Heizer and de Maria in this vein (2006, pp.6-7)), 
a number of European artists such as Long (A Line Made By Walking (1967)), Guiseppe Penone 
(Maritime Alps. It will go on growing except at that point (1968-78)), “walking artist” Hamish 
Fulton (France on the Horizon (1975)), Christo and Jeanne-Claude (Wrapped Coast (1969)), 
David Nash (Ash Dome (1977-2006)), and Beuys (7000 Oaks (1982)) also made works in the 
genre, often gentler and less dramatic in character4. However, even in works by these artists, 
environmental respect or stewardship was rarely the central theme of the works. Long’s A Line 
Made by Walking for example and his other lines and circles in the landscape demonstrate, in a 
manner sensitive to the environments within which the works are situated, an emphasis on the 
personal, subjective experience of that place, and the activity or process (described by the title) 
that forms the work (Tufnell 2006, pp.20-27). They also express strong concerns with site 
specificity (Tufnell 2006, p.27), but do not necessarily focus on the environment as an 
ecological system.  
 
Smithson’s preoccupation with issues such as entropy, time and perception (Smith T. 2011, 
pp.31-32), expressed in works such as Spiral Jetty (1970) or Partially Buried Woodshed (1970), 
demonstrates a focus on experience and process rather than ecology; and Heizer’s Double 
Negative (1969-70) is another experiential work that is also arguably environmentally 
destructive, demonstrating scant concern for the fragility of the environment it so massively 
modifies, the very slow recovery times of desert vegetation, and the exposure of the unvegetated 
and disturbed soils to erosion by wind and rain. Nancy Holt’s Sun Tunnels (1973-76) and 
Hydra’s Head (1974) are also focussed well beyond the immediate earthly physical 
environment, exploring instead the cosmic dimensions of time and humanity’s relationship with 
the universe (Kastner and Wallis 2011, pp.87-89). Sun Tunnels, situated in Utah’s Great Basin 
Desert, and not ecologically damaging in any major way (there was no doubt some disturbance 
 




of the site involved in placing the pipes with heavy machinery), involved establishing a 
relationship between the viewer and the galaxy. The work consists of holes drilled in the tops 
and sides of four large concrete pipes laid in the desert in a cross pattern aligned with the sunrise 
and sunset on the summer and winter solstices. The holes in each pipe aligned (in orientation 
and size) with the constellations of the night sky (Draco, Perseus, Columba and Capricorn) and 
the pipes were large enough to allow the viewer to sit inside to view the sky and light beyond, 
bringing both the vast space of the desert, and the vast space of the solar system and galaxy, 
back to a human scale. The work’s focus therefore was on the solar system and the universe, 
and human experience, rather than on local or planetary ecologies. 
 
Some land artists and artists in allied fields, such as environmental artists, did draw attention to, 
or even focus on, ecological aspects of the environments with which their works dealt. The 
works of Helen Mayer Harrison and Newton Harrison (more properly termed environmental 
artists rather than land artists) demonstrate this more empathetic form of engagement with both 
the natural world and society, as do those of other artists such as Mel Chin, whose works are 
focussed on environmental remediation, or demonstration of environmental strategies or 
solutions. The Harrisons’ Vision for the Green Heart of Holland (1995), for example, proposed 
a ring of biodiversity 140 km long and 1-2 km wide around an urban area, separating it from its 
rural hinterland (The Harrison Studio, 1984). The ring was envisioned to sustain biodiversity 
and produce clean air and water, and also to function symbolically as an indicator of the 
wellbeing of the Green Heart habitat of Holland. The project was presented as a series of maps, 
drawings, video, text and ceramic tiles, installed in the Catheren Chapel, Gouda, Holland. These 
latter works by the Harrisons and Chin could be classified as “activist” works, engaging less 
with formalist, experiential or philosophical concerns, and giving instead more prominence to 
social, political and environmental ones, in the practically-driven sense of environmental 
remediation.  
 
Another example is Agnes Denes’ Wheatfield–A Confrontation (1982), which called attention to 
“human values, misplaced priorities and ecological concerns” (Kastner and Wallis 2011, p.160). 
However, the ecological component is again not the dominant one in this work. Denes spread 
topsoil over, then hand planted, a 2 acre (0.8 ha) old landfill site in Battery Park, Lower 
Manhattan, close to The World Trade Centre and facing the Statue of Liberty. The wheat was 
irrigated, fertilised and finally harvested with a yield of almost 1000 lbs, and travelled to 
twenty-eight cities around the world in an exhibition called The International Art Show for the 
End of World Hunger, organised by the Minnesota Museum of Art (1987-90). Denes poetically 
drew attention to world hunger in the context of multi-million dollar real estate in New York 
115 
 
City and the degraded site of an old landfill, suggesting a more empathetic and productive 
engagement with both the natural world and societal ills.  
 
 
Figure 21. Agnes Denes, Wheatfield–A Confrontation, 1982, wheat, earth, agricultural equipment, landfill site. 
 
Writing about early land artists such as Smithson and Walter de Maria, art historian Malcolm 
Andrews suggests that the “art” in these works lies in the immaterial relationship between an 
object or marker made by the artist (often relatively minor and of on-site materials such as 
stones, perhaps photographic, or even just a line on a map, as is the case with some of Long’s 
walking works) and the otherwise untouched site. The relationship, rather than the object, 
constitutes the work (Andrews 1999, p.204). Andrews represents the dominant themes in land 
art as prioritising the “process, the raw materials used … the artist’s developing ideas and their 
implementation [and] the activity of art making” (1999, p.203). These priorities are clearly 
evident in the words of Smithson, who spoke, in an interview with Moira Roth in 1973, of the 
sense in his work of “the physical world preced[ing] the mind, rather than the mind preceding 
the physical world” (Tsai and Butler 2004, p.87). Smithson clarified that he felt that “most art is 
about the mind preceding the physical world, so that seems to cause this sense of reductionism, 
when the mind precedes” (Tsai and Butler 2004, p. 87). The priority given to the environment 
within which the work was made is very clear here, but the concern is experiential and 





Land art and the sublime 
 
Burke’s elaboration of the aesthetics of the sublime, and to a lesser degree Kant’s, 
outlined a world of possibilities for artistic experiments in which the avant-gardes 
would later trace out their paths … It is … a matter of an irreversible deviation in the 
destination of art, a deviation affecting all the valencies of the artistic condition. The 
artist attempts combinations allowing the event, the art lover … expects an 
intensification of his [sic] conceptual and emotional capacity, an ambivalent enjoyment. 
Intensity is associated with an ontological dislocation. The art-object no longer bends 
itself to models, but tries to represent the fact that there is an unrepresentable. (Lyotard 
1991, p.101) 
 
Many of the preoccupations of land art, particularly with process, materials, and the artist’s 
ideas, have been carried forward into contemporary art concerned with nature, although the 
emphasis on the artist’s (and viewer’s) experience has diminished. Nevertheless, art historian 
John Beardsley (1984) argues that many of the most powerful land art works (speaking of works 
by Smithson, Heizer, De Maria and Morris) share a sense of the sacred, or at least the 
transcendent. He suggests that this is not only because they are non-anthropocentric (which is 
questionable from a contemporary perspective, as they centre on the viewer’s experience), but 
also, more robustly, because they are attempts to “reconcile humans with the natural 
environment and its implicitly sacrosanct character … they seek to reveal the extraordinary in 
both the landscape and the human spirit” (Beardsley 1984, p.9). 
 
The conviction that land artists sought to reveal the extraordinary in both the landscape and the 
human spirit is shared by critic John Grande, who notes: 
 
[D]espite the claims to practicality made by a number of ecological and land artists, 
[this] kind of art … is essentially a manifestation of the romantic impulse. Michael 
Heizer’s celebrated Double Negative precisely fits Edmund Burke’s definition of the 
sublime as “an outrage on the imagination”. (Grande 2004, p.xi) 
 
Both of these commentators suggest that this was, in significant part, a romantic movement. 
Beardsley here delineates the natural environment’s “implicitly sacrosanct character”, reflecting 
the reification of nature under modernism discussed in chapter 3. I concur with this view of 
romanticism present in the approach of land art, particularly in the “flagship” and formative 
works of the movement previously mentioned. The focus in many of these works (Smithson’s 
Spiral Jetty (1970), Holt’s Sun Tunnels (1973-76), Heizer’s Double Negative (1969-70) or 
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Displaced/Replaced Mass (1969), and De Maria’s Lightning Field (1977) are prime examples) 
is essentially metaphysical, but they explore the relationship of the viewer to these metaphysical 
themes. These works, and others such as James Turrell’s Roden Crater (1977-present), deal 
with issues of space, time, entropy, experience, and the cosmic dimensions of the universe. 
Burke and Kant’s formulations of the mathematical and dynamical sublime certainly apply in 
these works, reinforced by the scale at which they are performed or to which they refer, and by 
their common location in environments and concepts in which humanity’s abilities to construct 
or control feel infinitesimal. Although the practices of these artists are linked to and grounded in 
the landscape, elements of transcendence are present, but not in the theological or universalising 
sense that characterised the romantic impulse. This element is missing–this was the 1970s, and 
such aspects of grand narrative were already being called into question, prefiguring the move 
into postmodern thinking.  
 
A sense of the sublime however, remains, in a non-theological guise. Literary academic and 
theorist of the sublime Philip Shaw characterises the postmodern sublime as “seek[ing] to retain 
a sense of the sublime as ‘other’, a ‘something’ that can never be interfused through the use of 
metaphors, symbols, or verbal connectives” (Shaw 2006, p.9), and, citing Lyotard, suggests that 
postmodern culture “aims to maintain the shock of the sublime so as to prevent the ascendancy 
of the rational over the real” (Shaw 2006, p.116). Thus the liminal strand that was brought to the 
fore in romanticism remains even in postmodernism. Many land art works, leading into 
postmodernism, explore this liminal space at or beyond the edge of reason, and so the sublime, 
characteristic of romanticism although not restricted to it, remains relevant. Cultural theorist 
Timothy Martin specifically interprets Smithson’s work as a manifestation of the sublime, 
noting: 
 
He [Smithson] has concluded that the rationale for the cosmos is entropy; the 
spontaneous dissipation of energy. The law of entropy, third law of thermodynamics, is 
taken as the sublime categorical imperative to which all wills must assent. Smithson is 
Kantian in his search for the sublime Other of the Other. (Martin 2013, p.6) 
 
But Martin also notes that Smithson presents the artist as a “director of entropy, a maker of 
monuments to desubjectification” (Martin 2013, p.6), suggesting that in contrast to Rothko, 
whose interpretation of the modern sublime he also discusses, Smithson “assent[s] to a law in 
the Real [which] allows an ethical relation to the reality of the world … unlike Rothko, 
Smithson takes the Thing out in the world, out in reality” (Martin 2013, p.6). Martin suggests 
that Smithson, influenced by Carl Jung and the phenomenology of Martin Heidegger, sees man 
[sic] as a being-in-the-world who is subject to entropy (Smithson’s “rationale of the cosmos”), a 
118 
 
universal law, and also a “law of desubjectification” (Martin 2013, p.6). But Smithson blends 
these metaphysical ideas with theories of physics, geology, and prehistory, grounding his 
artworks in reality, and shifting the frame to the external world. The dematerialisation of the art 
object and the process of taking art out of the institution distinguish land art. Writing about 
Smithson’s work Ithaca Mirror Trails (1969), Martin puts it like this: “Reality is the external 
world, its material support. Into this he places the mirror. Anywhere in the world of reality the 
Real can be seen, conjured, made to erupt” (Martin 2013, p.7). Establishing a connection 
between the “Thing”, the “Real” and the everyday world was a breakthrough for art dealing 
with nature, echoing the concept of the sublime, and, in the case of land art, it was achieved in 
nature, in the field, in the everyday.  
 
However, the impulse to the sublime does not extend throughout all modern and postmodern 
works dealing with nature. The more activist works previously discussed (such as Chin’s 
Revival Field, Pig’s Eye Landfill (1990-93) or works of the Harrisons such as Portable 
Orchard, Survival Piece No.5 (1972) or The Lagoon Cycle (1972-82)), which are more 
commonly characterised by the title “environmental art” rather than “land art”, exhibit less of 
the romantic impulse, and less of a leaning to the sublime, being more practically driven in 
terms of finding solutions to immediate, “on-the-ground” environmental issues. These forms of 
work, with their links to the social and the ecological, founded in rationalism and a concern with 
the modern Western human-nature relationship, remained critically accepted throughout the 
postmodern period. 
 
Beardsley suggests that the works of land art were enriched by allusions to historical precedents, 
and sees a blurring of the boundaries between sculpture and other forms of artistic activity 
“sometimes having the impalpability of empty space, or the evanescence of performance” 
(Beardsley 1984, p.9), an apt and perhaps unsurprising description for an art movement that 
contested the modernist view of sculpture and other works of art as autonomous objects. 
Counter-culture and anti-capitalist ideas, Indigenous/animist and historicist influences and 
(despite its being a predominantly masculinist movement) elements of feminism were also 
sometimes to be found in land art works. I refer here to works by artists such as Ana Mendieta, 
whose works frequently referenced ancient ritual and feminist ideas (for example, her Silhueta 
series of the 1970s, including Imagen de Yagul (Image From Yagul) (1973), which shows 
Mendieta lying in a pre-Hispanic tomb, covered in flowers); Hamish Fulton, whose Crow 
Horses, Little Big Horn Battlefield, Montana, Summer 1969 is a photographic collage of 
Fulton’s journey to this site; or 	Agnes Denes, whose Wheatfield can be read as illustrating 




Malcolm Andrews positions land art as having “exercised a reverse pull on the detachment 
associated with the mimetic tradition of landscape representation” (Andrews 1999, p.204), and 
having effectively changed the direction of art engaging with nature. Andrews refers to the 
focus in these works on the “work” or actions of the artist in remodelling and directly engaging 
the land, in experiencing it wholly, immersing the viewer and themselves in the land itself. The 
sense of immersion for the viewer, the indeterminacy of concepts such as Smithson’s dialectic 
of “site/nonsite” and his interest in entropy, which Smithson describes as “hav[ing] all the seeds 
of the dialectical penumbra” (Tsai and Butler 2004, p.90), the rejection of the modernist 
construction of the work of art as a self-sufficient, integral object, and the strong conceptual, 
rather than representational, impulse in these works all mediate against the detachment 
associated with the traditional landscape form, depicted so tellingly in Karen Knorr’s 
Connoisseur (Figure 14). But as discussed above, the retention of an element of transcendence 
is undeniable, albeit devoid of theological ties. Land art retained a sense of wonder at the 
unpresentable, the unbounded and overwhelming, frequently expressed in the location of the 
works in vast spaces, or referring to them. However there is no echo of the early modern, 
romantic expression of reverence for a transcendent deity–the Western world, by the 1970s, had 
moved on. But dismissing the certainties of the old structures left a void. Latour eloquently 
describes the consequences of accomplishing what he terms “the crossed-out God of 
metaphysics”: 
 
[A]n overly thorough distancing would have deprived the moderns of a critical resource 
they needed to complete their mechanism. The Nature-and-Society twins would have 
been left hanging in the void … [and so] … spirituality was reinvented: the all-powerful 
God could descend into men’s hearts without intervening in any way in their external 
affairs … The moderns could now be both secular and pious at the same time. This last 
constitutional guarantee was given not by a supreme God but by an absent God … His 
position became literally ideal, since He was bracketed twice over, once in metaphysics, 
and again in spirituality. (Latour 1993, p.33) 
 
In theories of the postmodern sublime, as exemplified in the work of Lyotard, Julia Kristeva, 
Deleuze, and Fredric Jameson (Johnson 2012, p.118), there is an interest in exploring the 
incommensurable, as well as an evident social concern. Such exploration of the 
incommensurable was common to many of the major land art works (Spiral Jetty, The Lightning 
Field, Roden Crater, for example). Likewise concerns with social mechanisms and social justice 
were evident in many works, such as Denes’ Wheatfield and the Harrison Studio’s The Shape of 
Turned Earth: A Brown Coal Park for Südraum Liepzig, which addressed both ecological and 
social concerns in its extensive proposal for the restoration of land devastated by fifty years of 
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coal mining. Hamish Fulton’s exploration and documentation of Native American sites relating 
to conflict with settlers since the 18th century–for example Crow Horses, Little Bighorn 
Battlefield, Montana, Summer 1969 (Jones 2002)–also raised issues of social justice. The 
multivalent nature of the land art movement is evident, combining ecological and social 
concerns with explorations of subjective experience, cosmological thinking, elements of the 
sublime and romanticism, historicism, scientific interests, and an over-arching challenge to the 
tenets and structures of modernism. Many of these traits remain in contemporary works dealing 
with nature and the natural world, but with a reduced emphasis on subjective experience and 
elements of romanticism, and a strengthened link to ecological and material concerns, fed by 
contemporary awareness of the urgency and extent of human-induced environmental crises, and 
a growing awareness of the networked relations embedding humanity within the material world. 
 
Land art and the liminal: moving towards contemporary art dealing with nature  
 
Kastner and Wallis describe “the decade of the 1960s that spawned land art as a period of 
longing–for a future that broke with a complacent present and for a past that transcended both” 
(Kastner and Wallis 2011, p.12), while Tufnell (2006) characterises the period that produced 
land art as a time of social unrest. More broadly, this was the period of civil rights, postcolonial 
transformations, the ongoing threat of nuclear war, and the beginnings of the environmental 
movement. The land art movement reflected these conditions of transition. Tufnell notes: 
 
It [land art] originated during a period of conflict, a time that embodied a paradox of 
idealism and trauma, and this is encoded within the genre … [T]he context … also 
informed the way it was received and interpreted by its observers. It is simplistic to 
assume, as many did (and continue to do), that because the work was made out-of-
doors, in the desert, on the land, about the experience of nature, this was an art form of 
environmental consciousness and protest. (Tufnell 2006, p.13) 
 
As noted earlier, although land artists such as Long, Penone, Fulton, Christo and Jeanne-Claude, 
Nash, and other artists such as Andy Goldsworthy respected environmental values and issues, 
they too were more usually focussed on experience and concept, rather than centrally concerned 







Figure 22. Hamish Fulton, Walking in Relation to Everything, 2012, Exhibition view, Turner Contemporary, 
Photograph by David Grandorge. 
 
Hamish Fulton’s works (Figure 22) demonstrate this preoccupation with conceptual issues very 
clearly. Text is Fulton’s major tool, although it is often paired with photographic images of the 
places in which the concepts are based. Achieving a similar outcome, Richard Long’s walking 
lines and circles intimately engage the viewer, through the bodily actions of the artist, with the 
landscapes in which the works are formed. In both cases, the viewer’s engagement is 
experiential and conceptual, drawn from the characteristics of place, rather than responding 





Figure 23. Richard Long, A Line Made By Walking, 1967, Gelatin silver print, 825 X 1125 mm, Held at Tate: 





Figure 24. Andy Goldsworthy, Hole about four feet across one foot deep lined with peat, 1980, Ingleborough, 




British artist Andy Goldsworthy’s practice, almost always ephemeral and using only the 
materials available at the site (but involving no heavy earthmoving equipment or major site 
disturbance), exemplifies the understated, environmentally respectful, but not overtly 
ecological, form of land art. These works also emphasise intangible, experiential (rather than 
ecological) aspects of place, demonstrating liminal character in doing so. The work at Figure 24 
is an example of his signature “holes”, which are works in various materials including stone, 
ice, leaves, and earth, arranged around a central “hole” to give the sense of a deep incision. 
Although his works are environmentally focused, Goldsworthy is reluctant to politicise them, 
despite their being occasionally enlisted in environmental campaigns. Midsummer Snowballs 
(2000), for instance, was included in the Greenpeace campaign in 2000 against the multinational 
petrochemical company BP and its role in global warming. Goldsworthy’s comment on the use 
of his work for the purposes of environmental lobbying not only reflects Latour’s view that 
nature and geopolitics have been conflated, but also emphasises the exploratory, non-utilitarian 
nature of his project. Goldsworthy states:  
 
It’s not the intention of my work, but it does prime people towards environmental 
issues. I don’t know how it does that, but I’m happy for that to happen. But if that 
became the [sole] intention of the work then the work would be weakened. (Tufnell 
2006, p.93) 
 
There is an insistence here on preserving the liminal element of his work: Goldsworthy 
considers that the work would be weakened if its content was plainly readable as environmental 
concern. There is a sense here that Goldsworthy values the affective and indeterminate content 
of his work and is anxious to protect it from attribution of too specific a meaning, which might 
eliminate some of its potential. As a sculptor who works in the environment using only local 
materials, objects, and processes (the flow of water, freezing of ice, holding ability of thorns, 
twigs and dampened surfaces …) and who, in his early years, restricted himself to what he 
termed “formless works” and also consistently expressed a primary interest in energy as a 
concept underlying his works (Friedman and Goldsworthy 1991, p.16) the pull towards the 
indeterminate or undetermined is perhaps unsurprising. In any case, Goldsworthy has expressed 
discomfort with the idea of too close an association with a political, or any too delineated, 
reading of his work (Widdicombe 1994). Rather, he is concerned to preserve the openness of the 
work, the transformative potential that is a part of its liminal placement. Goldsworthy himself 
makes very clear his concern to include the transformations of change and decay in his work, 
and his interest in issues of energy and entropy. He is at this point speaking of his use of 




Each work grows, stays, decays–integral parts of a cycle which the photograph shows at 
its height, marking the moment when the work is most alive. There is an intensity about 
a work at its peak that I hope is expressed in the image. Process and decay are implicit 
in that moment. (Friedman and Goldsworthy 1990, p.9) 
 
Here it is very clear that Goldsworthy values the intangible, “moment-in-time” quality that the 
works have, the importance of process and decay. This emphasis on transition and temporality is 
not only a contemporary concern, but also a characteristic of the liminal space, and a 
recognition of the importance of the transformative quality of the work. Goldsworthy’s 
emphasis on the affective, liminal content of the works is also clear in his statement about the 
“intensity” that the work displays. There is a connection here with Massumi’s definition of 
intensity as the “unassimilable” (Massumi 1996, p.221) and as “incipience” (1996, p.224). 
Massumi explains that:  
 
the virtual, the pressing crowd of incipiencies and tendencies, is a realm of potential. In 
potential is where futurity combines, unmediated, with pastness … a lived paradox 
where what are normally opposites coexist, coalesce, and connect; where what cannot 
be experienced cannot but be felt. (Massumi 1996, p.224)  
 
This transformative potential operating within the liminal space is what Goldsworthy maintains 
in his practice. During the 1970s, awareness of the limits of the resilience of the natural 
environment was in its infancy and this innocence is reflected in at least some of the early land 
art works–particularly in monumental works such as Michael Heizer’s Double Negative, or 
James Turrell’s Roden Crater. Although many were already urging awareness and restraint, 
there was an unabashedly romantic focus on experience, in which elements of sacredness, or 
spirituality, as noted by Beardsley, and a focus frequently beyond the Earth, into the cosmos, 
were often embedded. Turrell’s Roden Crater is an example of a land art work focussing 
centrally on these elements of experience and the cosmological. Turrell commenced the work in 
1977 when he was able to acquire the land in the Painted Desert, Arizona, and still continues to 
work on it. The project has involved reshaping the crater and constructing tunnels and chambers 
within an extinct volcano to create spaces responding to the scale of the sky and the vastness of 
the surrounding desert, and, within the chambers, to light in its forms of ambient light, sunlight, 
moonlight, and even celestial light. Turrell’s works involve manipulation of light and perception 
to create intense experiences for the viewer, or more accurately the participant, experiences with 
strong echoes of the sublime. In the case of Roden Crater, Turrell has arranged not only the 
crater itself, but also the approach to the site, utilising the exposed geology of the region to give 
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the visitor a sense of “geologic time”, and “a strong feeling of standing on the surface of the 
planet” (Tufnell 2006, p.119). The work references architectural forms such as cathedrals and 
temples, as well as ancient structures and archaeological sites, although Turrell seeks the sense 
of presence, transcendence and space formed with light without the symbolic overlay that those 
structures carry (Tufnell 2006, p.120).  
 
Andrews makes the liminal content of land art clear, suggesting that the work of the land artist 
cannot be easily identified with the object the artist has made, “but more with the relationship 
between that object and the otherwise untouched site. The ‘landscape art’ in this case is that 
relationship” (Andrews 1999, p.204). Andrews characterises the work therefore as “a portrait of 
a dialectic”: the relationship established between the viewer and the celestial bodies highlighted 
in Holt’s Sun Tunnels, for instance, or the transformations of perception achieved by 
Goldsworthy’s organic small interventions in the various landscapes in which he works. This 
investigation of issues situated between art and nature–in Andrews’ words “the shifting, 
evanescent borderline between the two” (Andrews 1999, p.201)–particularly in the immaterial 
form of a relationship crossing those borderlines, is an inescapably liminal concept.  
 
Similarly, issues in which Smithson is interested, such as entropy, time, and perception (Kastner 
and Wallis 2011, p.31-32), are all concepts that lend themselves to liminal exploration, and his 
fundamental idea of “site and nonsite” is another example. Smithson attempts to explain this 
concept in an interview with Dennis Wheeler in 1969-70: 
 
[T]he nonsite just directs you out there, but once you get there, there’s no destination … 
so the site is evading you while it’s directing you to it … the containment is an 
abstraction, but the containment doesn’t really find anything. There is no object to go 
toward ... You’re on your own. You’re groping out there. There’s no way to find out 
what’s there. Yet you’re directed out there. The location is held in suspense. The 
nonsite itself tends to cancel out the site. Although it’s in the physical world, it’s not 
there. (Doherty 2009, p.35-36)  
 
Smithson’s explanation makes the liminal nature of the site-nonsite concept with its 
connotations of absence, which underlie much of his work, very clear. The idea of absence 
involves carrying the dematerialisation of the art object to its fullest expression, for example in 
the walking works of Richard Long, which left only a trace of the repeated passings of feet on 
the landscape, documented as a photograph, a trace of a trace. The idea has been carried into 
contemporary works, for example Mark Dion’s A Meter of Jungle (1992), consisting of the 
removal to the gallery of a square metre of leaf litter from the jungle floor. The continuing 
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walking works of Hamish Fulton form another example, as does Olafur Eliasson and Minik 
Rosing’s Ice Watch (2014), staged in Paris for the COP21 Climate Summit in 2015, in which 
icebergs from Greenland, relocated to Paris, were allowed to gradually disappear into meltwater 
on the street. The photographic works of Australian photographer Anne Ferran frequently use 
the same idea: the liminal element, and the power of the work, is centred on the idea of a trace 
of an absence.  
 
 
Figure 25. Anne Ferran, Untitled, from Lost To Worlds, 1999-2008, Digital print on aluminium, 120 X 120 cm. 
 
This “trace of an absence”, carried forward from land art, is a radically immaterial idea, 
explored through material means. Ferran’s work operates through a liminal zone, evoking 
affects and transformations of thought facilitated by this placement. Ferran is a contemporary 
photographic artist, not a land artist, but this theme is common to both forms of work; both 
employ a focus on a liminal placement within an exploration of place and the land, displacing 
the viewer into zones of uncertainty, with characteristics of unboundedness, intellectual, 
temporal and physical. In the movement of land art, this displacement was frequently 
geographical–many of the works were situated in remote, expansive locations, experienced by 
the viewer either as a physical relocation (as a journey into the American deserts, for example), 
or through the means of photographic representations of these remote locations in a gallery 
environment. In Ferran’s work the photographic image provokes the same dislocation–a 
questioning, a lack of “solid ground”, a sense of “something other” than the material object or 
place. Here the displacement is affective, psychological, intellectual. But the means to this 




Art historian T.J. Demos comments that “much 1960s and 1970s earth art and environmentalist 
practices isolated and thereby reified [nature] in their otherwise well-intentioned attempts to 
rescue ecosystems from destruction and restore degraded habitats” (Demos 2013, p.2). But this 
comment applies only to those projects which had that intent–many, as discussed above, did 
not, exploring instead the relationship between humankind, the cosmos, and the natural world, 
particularly in terms of experience. There has been a significant shift in attitudes towards 
environmental issues since the era of land art at its height. Lippard notes Long’s objection to the 
monumentality and environmental disregard of much American land art of the 1960s and ’70s. 
Long said that “land art was a type of megalomaniac American invention involving bulldozers 
and the control of nature, which was literally foreign to him” (Lippard 1995, p.24), clearly 
expressing an aversion to the hubris involved in such projects. Lippard also notes (speaking of 
the American context): “Scale and distance, which add up to monumentality, are still perceived 
as necessary components of land art, which is why the Western landscape is so often written 
into the contract” (Lippard 1995, p.24). Commenting on the famous land art sites such as 
Smithson’s Spiral Jetty, Holt’s Sun Tunnels, de Maria’s The Lightning Field, Charles Ross’s 
Star Axis (1976-present) and Heizer’s Double Negative, Lippard observes: 
  
All are endowed with extraordinary surroundings and enhanced by weather, seasons, 
light, and shadow. The picturesqueness is overwhelming. The meanings are more 
elusive. And questions remain: How does Michael Heizer’s Double Negative protect the 
surrounding landscape against the gullying that cuts every arid western region? 




In the 1960s, when land art was new, the expansion of consciousness offered was visual 
and aesthetic, perhaps even social, since it brought provincial New Yorkers out of their 
cocoons and into the West … Artists were thinking on a grand (sometimes grandiose) 
scale. There were even religious undertones along the lines of the nineteenth-century 
“sublime.” (James Turrell spoke eloquently at the 1995 Marfa symposium about 
“directing vision toward a larger sort of space” and “making spaces that see.”) Forty 
years later, climate change, shrinking resources, and an administration bent on 
destroying the environment for corporate gain have changed the rules of the game. 
There is a point at which artists too have to take some responsibility for the things they 
love, a point at which the overview of magnificent scenery gives way to a more 





Lippard highlights a significant shift in attitude. She also points out her own change in attitude 
towards the heroic monumentalities of land art (specifically in the American West), from an 
initial excitement to a more recent position of urging meaningful engagement with 
environmental issues. Lippard’s changed attitude runs parallel to a broader theoretical shift in 
attitudes towards art relating to nature. Lippard describes the evolution of her thinking:  
 
I realised that monumental land art takes much of its power from distance–distance 
from people, from places, and from issues–while my own interests had come to focus 
almost entirely on the nearby, on specific places as they reflect the interactions between 
people and what we call “nature”–which includes people. (Lippard 2009, p.338) 
 
The contemporary focus on the concept of “interrelatedness” or “networks”, clearly articulated 
in the shift in philosophy towards materialist and realist thinking, is evident in Lippard’s 
analysis. Returning to the sense of longing or unrest that Tufnell, Kastner and Wallis identify in 
the period that produced land art, the current global situation could also be considered one of 
anxiety. In this sense there are some parallels to the preoccupations of the 1960s and ’70s, 
although the current situation is probably less idealistic, and more environmentally focussed.  
 
A sense of imminent environmental threat is an important underlying impulse in much 
contemporary art relating to nature: far from a “complacent present” (Kastner and Wallis 2011, 
p.12), we are increasingly fearful of the future that we have created for ourselves, evidenced in 
the level of political focus on these issues at such forums as the COP21 Paris Climate Summit in 
2015, and successive United Nations climate change conferences culminating in the most recent 
meeting, COP24, at Katowice in Poland in December 2018. Contemporary art relating to the 
natural world frequently reflects these changed concerns, making it materially different to the 
land art movement, which explored experiential and formal concerns more strongly, and could 
arguably be labelled anthropocentric, in contrast to current trends towards material or ecological 
theorising.  
 
In the 21st century, widespread social and political concern has created a new, mainstream focus 
on environmental stewardship and recognition of non-human actors as equal participants in the 
planetary system, an awareness just in its infancy at the height of the land art movement. The 
contemporary frameworks of the new materialisms and realisms have in turn given strength to a 
resurgence of art dealing with nature that is unfettered by 18th century romantic associations 
(despite a continuing liminal thread), recognises an ecological imperative and the agency of the 
non-human, and opposes broader modernist attitudes such as anthropocentrism. These new 
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frameworks exhibit a focus materially different to that of the land art movement, shifting 
strongly away from subjectivity and the legacies of anthropocentrism, and towards materiality. 
However, before discussing these frameworks in greater detail, I will examine the work of one 
artist (Imants Tillers) whose work rose to prominence under postmodernism, but was 
significantly influenced by the land art movement. I will consider in particular the liminal 




Imants Tillers–Liminal Visions 
 
In this chapter I look at the techniques and concerns of Imants Tillers, a postmodern artist who 
has dealt extensively with nature and landscape since the 1990s. I examine this work in light of 
the modes of approach to nature and landscape of the late 20th century, as discussed in chapter 3. 
Based in an investigation of a liminal space, Tillers’ work bears comparison with that of 
Gerhard Richter, considered in chapter 2, who also works through the liminal but in a quite 
different manner. Both artists concerned themselves with the natural world during a period in 
which this was not a critically popular topic, both insisting on the importance of these concerns 
as community disquiet about the global environmental crisis was only beginning to mount. And 
both operate within a liminal space, remaining determinedly within a mode of constant 
becoming: in Deleuzian terms, deterritorialising and engendering lines of flight (Deleuze and 
Guattari 2011, p.277). I am interested here in how this liminal placement is achieved, and 
becoming is maintained, particularly in relation to Tillers’ works dealing with the natural world. 
 
Tillers is a postmodern artist who is full of contradictions: an artist who deconstructs, fragments, 
overlays and undermines conventions, and yet, in a highly emotive appeal regarding his own 
work, argues against labels associated with postmodernism such as “ironic”. Despite the fact 
that his style is based and predicated on appropriation, enabling him to fill a canvas with 
“images borrowed from elsewhere”, delivering diverse and often conflicting ideas and 
viewpoints, and overlaying and undercutting any fixed interpretations, he feels weighed down 
by his ties to this technique. Although undeniably postmodern in his approach, he consistently 
approaches topics of a metaphysical nature, defying the postmodern emphasis on the primacy of 
social construction and its determined avoidance of any metaphysical or spiritual content.  
 
Tillers is an artist who consistently, almost without exception, works through a liminal space, 
creating works that whisper conflicting and half-heard concepts, that challenge, question 
boundaries, and create uncertain spaces within accepted conventions and models. Yet these 
liminal spaces are created not by absence, space, lack of clarity of image, or the diffused 
conventions of romanticism, but rather by a dense, and often conflicting, field of reference: 
multiple, dissociated, challenging norms and conventions. Despite the romantic elements often 
recognised in his works, and his frequent quotation of romantic artists, Tillers’ works do not 
rely on the hazy or diffuse. Instead they are cerebral, dense, heavily researched, and packed with 
information. His technique stands in contrast to that of Richter, who trades in the elimination, 
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but concurrent insistent suggestion, of information, but both artists’ works are intellectual and 
questioning, and operate through the liminal zone. 
 
Imants Tillers–concerns, techniques, liminality 
 
Tillers is one of Australia’s foremost contemporary artists. An artist of Latvian heritage, his 
parents migrated to Australia in the aftermath of World War II. His work has, over time, shifted 
from a concern with issues of diaspora and migration, deriving from his own family history, 
towards issues of national history and social justice, as well as poetic insights into place and the 
natural world. In this chapter, I will focus on the techniques Tillers uses to create the liminal 
positioning that characterises his works–liminal in the sense of creating a network of Deleuzian 
flows and entanglements, opening multiple possible lines of flight and multiple placements, and 
withdrawing any sense of authority attributable to the artist/author. Instead Tillers radically 
opens the work. I also examine the strand of Tillers’ practice that relates most closely to place 
and the natural world. 
 
Tillers’ work has been extensively analysed as an example of postmodernism in Australia. He 
utilises tools of appropriation, text and fragmentation as distinguishing techniques, sourcing the 
images he appropriates from fine art imagery, and inflecting them with material from other 
sources, including scientific, poetic, sociological, and philosophical texts. Rooted in the 
evolution of postmodernism in the 1970s and ’80s, aspects of humour, irony, and deconstruction 
are apparent, as is an interest in dematerialising the art object, which potentially derives from 
Tillers’ strong interest in the land art movement. Issues of authenticity and authorship, origins 
and originality, self and other, cross-cultural and scientific issues have been cited as central to 
his practice (Newman 1988; Curnow 1998; Coulter-Smith 2002; Hart 2006a). Graham Coulter-
Smith notes the manner in which Tillers inflects his appropriated images with a “scientific 
poetics”, referring to Tillers’ use of scientific concepts (Coulter-Smith 2002, p.6; Tillers 2009) 
to underlie and structure his works. References to literary and art historical works and ideas, 
together with philosophical, cross-cultural, historical and political references also provide the 
basis for content in his complex and intellectual works. Characteristically, Tillers’ works are 
multi-layered and nonlinear in character, with an embedded (and fragmented) narrative that also 
defies linearity. In this vein, Deborah Hart refers to his work Farewell to Reason (1996) as 
being about “allusions and exchanges”, and “associative and multi-directional” (Hart 2006a, 
p.56).  
 
Tillers’ works are poetic and evocative, but at the same time, intellectual and complex. 
Developing the form of his work from the early 1970s, Tillers set out the continuing basis of his 
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thinking in his Bachelor of Architecture (Hons) thesis of 1973 (Coulter-Smith 2002, pp.A1-
A34). Tillers was influenced by Donald Brook’s definitions of post-object art, or conceptual art, 
which broke open the strictures of modernism, rejecting the idea of the art object as commodity, 
and sought to “forge links between art and life, in order to give meaning reciprocally to both art 
and life” (Barton 1987, p.6), as he was by the Fluxus movement, particularly through his 
interest in Joseph Beuys and George Baselitz (Hart 2006a, pp.41-45). This was also the period 
of the rise of land art, some of which, as I have shown, formed a particular strand of conceptual 
art, and the thinking behind these forms influenced Tillers’ approach. Conceptual art gave 
weight to concept or information rather than pure sensation in artworks, involving, as Osborne 
states, an attempt to transfer the cultural authority of the field of philosophical production to the 
field of artistic production (Osborne 2000, p.88). This is a characteristic evident throughout 
Tillers’ work, with its extensive use of text, multiple imagery, poetic, scientific, literary and 
philosophical reflection, and appropriation from other artworks; all techniques which enable 
Tillers to explore many viewpoints and ideas within a single canvas, even where they may 
conflict.  
 
At the time of formulating his approach, Tillers was also influenced by art historian Terry 
Smith’s landmark essay of 1974 titled “The Provincialism Problem”, which asserted that 
Australian artists are condemned by distance and separation from the major centres of art 
production and ferment (particularly New York) to a secondary position of provincialist 
mimicry (Smith 1974). Smith argues for culturally specific forms, citing open-form sculpture, 
process, environmental, and performance art as forms of Australian art exhibiting inventiveness 
at that time (Smith 1974, p.6). Tillers adopted the technique of appropriation (as well as his 
process of working on canvasboards, and overlaying and fragmenting) as a way out of this 
impasse, utilising reproductions of the works of seminal Western artists such as Giorgio de 
Chirico and Jackson Pollock, together with the work of “provincial” artists such as the New 
Zealand artist Colin McCahon. In Tillers’ mind this was a practice of bringing the “provincial” 
and the “centre” together, and breaching the boundary between painting, photography and 
sculpture, for example in works such as Conversations with the Bride (1974-75), based on 
Marcel Duchamp’s The Bride Stripped Bare By Her Bachelors, Even (1915-1923), and his use 
of Hans Heysen’s paintings. In adopting the technique of appropriation, Tillers questioned the 
exclusivity of authorship, which brought his work into the front line of the avant-garde artwork 
of the time (Coulter-Smith 2002, p.6; Hart, 2006a). An early example of such work is his 
landmark Untitled (1978), in which he mechanically reproduced (using the then cutting-edge 
Neco photo-reproduction technology) Hans Heysen’s iconic Australian landscape watercolour 




Figure 26. Imants Tillers, Untitled, 1978, Neco digital paint-jet print on canvas, two parts, each 163.9 X 185.5 cm, 
Collection of the National Gallery of Australia (until lost or accidentally destroyed). 
 
Tillers reproduced the image not once, but twice, enlarging it dramatically to a scale of 163.9 X 
189.5 cm (each part), giving the diptych a total dimension of over 163.9 X 379 cm. By contrast, 
Heysen’s original image in the collection of the Art Gallery of NSW measures 56.5 X 78.4 cm. 
In reproducing and enlarging the image in duplicate in this way, from photomechanical 
reproductions of photomechanical reproductions, and slightly altering the colour cast of each 
reproduction as he did so (Coulter-Smith 2002, p.4), Tillers questions the concept of authorship, 
exploring longstanding concerns, still continuing, with ideas about origins and originality, and 
the interactions of self and other (Hart 2006a and b, p.1). Hart makes the point that: 
 
the presence and absence of self is a conundrum at the heart of Tiller’s work … It is a 
question implicit in his long term strategy of appropriating images from reproductions 
of artworks and other sources, and reworking them. (Hart 2006a, p.1) 
 
Hart notes that Tillers’ use of appropriation results in a distancing from the immediacy of 
personal expression. She asks: “The question presents itself as to why he has persisted with a 
method that involves to some extent at least an ambiguous self-erasure or distancing” (2006a, 
p.1). Hart’s answers to this query are multiple. She notes first that the position may be 
attributable partly to his background of “post-object art” in the 1970s and to the 
dematerialisation of the traditional art object and the emphasis on authorial deconstruction that 
was a part of this movement. Hart notes as well the benefit of distance to gain clarity, and the 
liberating potential of “impersonality”. She suggests that the strategy may afford protection 
from overt expression of emotions and act as “a point of identification, relevant to and beyond 
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the self, flowing into a web of wider connections” (Hart 2006a, p.2). This points to an emphasis 
on immersion and interconnections that resonates with Tillers’ interest in ecological and 
systems thinking, considered further in a later section. The strategy of linking into a web of 
wider connections also enables Tillers’ use of multiple directions of thought, and artistic, 
historical, and other references. Hart uses the term “ascetic distancing” (Hart 2006a, p.2) in this 
respect, which is close to the technique used by Gerhard Richter, but is achieved by Tillers in a 
quite different manner, as I will discuss below. Hart notes also that post-object art involved 
opposition to the overt personal expression by the artist/author that characterised modernist 
abstraction (2006b, pp.2-3). There is a discernible element of the liminal in this strategy, in the 
withdrawal of the author and the effect of openness that is achieved, leaving multiple passages 
of interpretation or affective response open–or, in Deleuzian terms, multiple lines of flight–
opening possibilities, rather than suggesting any conclusion to them. This approach parallels 
ecological thinking in the sense of networks of relations, within and beyond the immediate 
system: in Hart’s terminology “a web of wider connections”. The parallel is not surprising, as 
Tillers had shown an interest in ecological and systems thinking, topics of increasing interest in 
the sciences in the 1960s and 70s, since his university days, evidenced in his BSc. (Architecture) 
thesis of 1973. I discuss Tillers’ thesis in more detail from page 145. 
 
To deal first with the liminal element in Tillers’ paintings: perhaps the clearest strategy is 
achieved materially, in the physical execution of the works, through the fragmentation of 
Tillers’ characteristic canvasboard system, and through multiple overlaying and fragmentation 
of text and image, which tends to partially obscure what lies beneath and offer literally new 
layers of meaning, denying any conclusive interpretation. Since the early 1980s, Tillers has used 
multiple canvasboards to form each large canvas, most commonly 25.4 by 38 cm, but also 30 by 
38 cm, 20 by 25.4 cm, and 12.7 by 17.7 cm (Hart 2006a, p.95; Curnow 1998, p.79). Within the 
canvasboard system, fragmentation, appropriation, layering and the simultaneous presentation 
of multiple perspectives all play a role in achieving a liminal effect. In this vein, Hart describes 
the canvasboard system as having “[o]bsessive rational and irrational aspects … where a 
journey takes us into a labyrinth of the visible and invisible simultaneously” (Hart 2006a, p.16). 
 
Secondly, there is a more textual contribution to this liminal quality, made through Tillers’ 
choice of which images and text to appropriate and the interactions between them; through 
layers of meaning attributable to their mythic, scientific, cultural and poetic content; through 
persistent irresolution of meaning, where multiple and sometimes even contradictory meanings 
and ideas persist in a single canvas; and through evocative use of colour, intensely suggestive 
and often circumventing the need for an overtly representational image. All of these techniques, 
because of the manner in which they break up and physically and conceptually withhold clarity 
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even as they suggest it, have the effect of poising the viewer constantly at a threshold, 
withdrawing apprehension just as it seems close.  
 
Tillers refers to his canvasboard system as “The Book of Power” and has produced thousands of 
boards as a continuous record (now, estimated from the Museum of Contemporary Art Artist 
Profile on Tillers, in the vicinity of 100 000 (Blackall, n.d.)). This strategy has purposes relating 
to content and holism that go well beyond the technique of fragmentation. In the words of 
Coulter-Smith, it also connects to Tillers’ strategy of “processing” ready-made “art objects”, 
based in ideas of information theory and cybernetics (Coulter-Smith 2002, p.98). Tillers was 
influenced by Jack Burnham’s Systems Aesthetics (in turn based on biologist Ludwig von 
Bertalanffy’s Systems Theory). Burnham’s theory constituted an extension of the principles of 
biological or ecological systems thinking into the art field (Skrebowski 2006). Tillers’ system of 
appropriating and overlaying multiple sources, and at the same time fragmenting both his field 
of work and the object produced through the use of canvasboards, establishing variable relations 
between components, can be read as an application of the principles of systems thinking. 
Tillers’ adoption of the systems theory approach of thinking art as a “relation of relations” 
(Skrebowski 2006) remains relevant to not only the conceptualism within which it formed, but 
also to postmodernist and contemporary materialist and ecological thinking, thus bridging art 
movements that many critics have considered opposed.  
 
 
Figure 27. Imants Tillers, Nature Speaks: CO, 2010, Acrylic and gouache on 16 canvasboards, numbers 88 637-88 




Deleuze (citing Paul Klee) characterises the task of art as to “render visible forces that are not 
themselves visible” (Deleuze 2002, p.48), making perceptible the imperceptible forces within 
the moment, forces which create a situation of becoming. I have discussed the manner in which 
this task of rendering visible invisible forces forms a major strategy in Richter’s work, but 
Tillers’ strategy of appropriation, while still revealing these forces, is quite different. In Tillers’ 
work, forces are made more explicit, and they are multiple, sometimes even contradictory. 
Social and cultural perspectives and forces are very evident in many of these works, sometimes 
political aspects are included, and more and more frequently now the cultural is combined with 
reflections on mortality, particularly in works dealing with nature (for example, Snow Storm, 
Kosciusko (2012), reproduced below (Figure 28) or Namatjira (2013), reproduced later in the 
chapter (Figure 32)). Sometimes these are “fundamental forces” in the sense of energy, loss, 
longing, or sadness–most commonly seen in more recent works reflecting on mortality such as 
Namatjira (2013), Water Dreaming (2014), Nature Speaks CO (2010), Nature Speaks CP  
(2010), Snow Storm Kosciusko (2012), Thou Majestic C (2010), Waterfall Variation II (2012), 








Figure 28. Imants Tillers, Snow Storm, Kosciusko, 2012, Acrylic, gouche on 32 canvasboards, numbers 90 729-90 760, 
201.8 X 141.6 cm. 
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Works with predominantly social and cultural themes date from earlier in Tillers’ output than 
those dealing with issues of mortality, and even overtly of nature. Themes have shifted and 
evolved, but in all cases, it is the rendering visible of the “imperceptible forces”, the forces “that 
affect us, make us become” (Deleuze 1994, p.182), that gives the works their power. Tillers’ 
approach is distinctive in the explicit yet fractured nature of his expression, and the manner in 
which both tension and compatibility between often divergent or even contradictory viewpoints, 
thoughts, and affects is maintained in the same work. The ability to represent multiple 
perspectives, even contradictory ones, within a single image can be seen to derive at least in part 
from Tillers’ strategy of appropriation. In his 1982 essay Locality Fails, Tillers makes the point 
that: 
 
[s]imulation invariably allows the simultaneous embrace of apparently contradictory 
positions since the “surface” is borrowed from “elsewhere” and does not necessarily 
reflect real intentions or meanings. (Tillers 1982, p.60) 
 
In presenting these multiple viewpoints simultaneously, Tillers not only opens a space for 
reflection, but also destabilises meaning, creating a liminal position for the viewer, who is 
suspended within a field of varied ideas, associations, perspectives and voices, moving 
constantly between them.  
 
Appropriation acts as another mechanism to create a liminal position. Wystan Curnow writes of 
the concept of the “ready-made”, based in the writings of Marcel Duchamp, as an early 
influence on Tillers. Curnow notes that the concept of the ready-made allows chance and 
coincidence into the closed system of the work, generating “transformations and montages”, 
which allow access to “another dimension” (Curnow 1998, pp.13-14).  
 
 
Figure 29. Imants Tillers, Telepathic Music, 1994, Synthetic polymer paint and gouache on nine canvasboards, and 




Tillers speaks specifically of these moments of coincidence in his work, for example in 
discussing the work Telepathic Music (1994), in the production of which a chance angle of 
morning light in his Cooma studio played onto the wall off the music stands he had set up the 
night before, forming a type of “telepathic” musical notation in fragmentary and fleeting light 
markings. This chance effect of light became a major component of the work, suggesting to 
Tillers a connection to Fluxus artist Robert Filliou, whose 1978 work Telepathic Music No.5, 
visually relating to an earlier work of his own (Conversations with the Bride (1975)), he had 
recently come across in researching another project (Hart 2006a, pp.81-82).  
 
In Tillers’ work, this additional dimension resulting from chance and coincidence is a liminal 
space, often a metaphysical one, in which the viewer is suspended between themes, concepts, 
multiple directions, visual fragments, philosophical positions, and personal affects and 
associations. The mechanism calls to mind Lyotard’s framing of truth as an “event”, as like a 
“fall, a slippage, or an error” (Lyotard 2011, pp.129-130), discussed in chapter 2. It could 
reasonably be argued that the operation of chance and coincidence in Tillers’ multi-layered 
work performs exactly this function of creating an “event”, creating just such a space and time. 
Lyotard’s reference, in the same thought, to such a discontinuity as creating anxiety (2011, 
p.130), recalls Christine Mehring’s comment regarding Richter’s work that it generates “a sense 
of remove and uncertainty, even discomfort and scepticism” (Mehring 2011, p.39). The same 
sense (uncertainty, remove, sometimes scepticism, and even discomfort) could be said to 
frequently apply to Tillers’ images, particularly in more recent years, as his emphasis on the 
metaphysical has grown. I discuss this further later in the chapter. I would also suggest that 
Tillers’ methodology of appropriation, fragmentation, and multiplying and partially obscuring 
ideas, images and references effectively allows this creation of events to occur. “Unruly” 
knowledges (Lyotard 2011, p.129), drawn from multiple sources, certainly proliferate in Tillers’ 
works. 
 
Added to the liminal effect derived from appropriation, chance, and coincidence, the effect of 
fragmenting image, text and canvas also opens gaps and fissures which both allow and swallow 
meanings and interpretations, making any fixed reading impossible. Overlaying text and images 
is disorienting, conveying varied messages, partially obscuring that beneath, and leaving the 
viewer constantly guessing at hinted content. Where Richter utilises the blur within an often 
directly historical context to disrupt any linear reading of his works, and obstructs any direct 
construction of meaning almost completely, leaving the viewer suspended almost without hint 
as to direction, Tillers, while he fragments, overlays and obscures portions of his images and 
texts to disrupt and frustrate any search for clarity, or perhaps to simply reflect his own search 
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among these conflicting directions, does at the same time offer explicit hints of alternative 
meanings and texts, as discussed above. Tillers’ references are also less singularly socially and 
art historical than Richter’s, being a complex blend of cultural history and theory, philosophy, 
scientific and literary sources together with personal knowledge and experience, with visual 
imagery within a single canvas directly appropriated from multiple sources. Above all, Tillers’ 
references are multiple, each canvas offering multiple perspectives, both from and within 
differing viewpoints. Hart characterises Tillers’ strategy as follows: 
 
Like the dismantled stacks clustered in the artist’s studio, themselves containers of 
memory, his work goes beyond a straightforward, linear trajectory. Instead, it moves 
back and forth in time. Like Stephane Mallarmé’s Le Livre it can be read from different 
starting points and in the re-reading new possibilities can emerge. (Hart 2006a, p.81) 
 
In a passage that has clear relevance to Tillers’ technique of creating gaps and fissures–
overlaying meanings and ideas using fragmentation, multiplication, and layering of text and 
image–Foucault examines the potential of the concepts of rupture, discontinuity, threshold, 
limit, series and transformation in the construction of “knowledge”: 
 
[T]he systematic erasure of all given entities enables us first of all to restore to the 
statement the specificity of its occurrence, and to show that discontinuity is one of those 
great accidents that create cracks not only in the geology of history but also in the 
simple fact of the statement; it emerges in its historical irruption; what we try to 
examine is the incision that it makes, that irreducible–and often very tiny–emergence. 
(Foucault 2004, p.93)  
 
In particular, the effect of Tiller’s characteristic fragmented text, though visual, is to create an 
almost aural impression of sibilant whispers playing about the viewer of his work. In both text 
and imagery, diverse voices seem to speak, flowing through and about each other to create 
elusive suggestions, hints, and barely-caught whispers. All of Tillers’ characteristic components 
of fragmentation, multiplication, and layering of text and image contribute to this effect. Stating 
that the question is always “what was being said in what was said?” Foucault speaks of 
(re)discovering hidden texts, in a passage that could have been written to describe the works of 
Tillers: 
 
We must reconstitute another discourse, rediscover the silent murmuring, the 
inexhaustible speech that animates from within the voice that one hears; re-establish the 
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tiny, invisible text that runs between and sometimes collides with them. (Foucault 2004, 
p.93) 
 
In Tillers’ work, the effect of this “silent murmuring” is to suspend the viewer in a complex of 
constantly moving meanings and impressions, “animating from within”, so that it is impossible 
to ever settle; rather, as in Richter’s paintings, the viewer is forever in motion, caught within a 
threshold space and moving towards a concrete moment which ultimately is withheld. In Tillers’ 
case however, the “moment” tends to be plural: rather than a feeling that there is a conclusion or 
understanding that is withheld, viewing Tillers’ work tends to provoke a sense of multiple 
possible conclusions, all withheld or indiscernible, so that, rather than moving towards a point 
but never arriving, the effect is more one of moving first on one path and then on another, 
towards multiple possible destinations all of which remain elusive. 
  
There is resonance here with Deleuze and Guattari’s notion of “becoming”, a concept I would 
argue lies at the heart of Tillers’ approach to an image. All of his images comprise multiple 
threads, overlain and interwoven, so that the viewer continually follows, picks up, and drops 
threads, constantly becoming, never arriving. Deleuze and Guattari emphasise the linear and 
continuing nature of becoming, in a manner that echoes the definition of a liminal zone. In A 
Thousand Plateaus they say: 
  
A line of becoming has neither beginning nor end, … origin nor destination. A line of 
becoming has only a middle … A becoming is neither one nor two, nor the relation of 
the two; it is the in-between, the border or line of flight or descent running 
perpendicular to both. (Deleuze and Guattari 2011, p.293) 
 
The effect of unfixed, free floating lines, achieved through the techniques of fragmentation, 
multiplication, and overlaying of text and image, is characteristic of all of Tillers’ work, and has 
the effect, in Lyotard’s terms, of “opening a vertiginous space and time” (Lyotard 2011, p.130). 
This effect is similar to that of Richter’s work, but the form of this space and time in Tillers’ 
work differs. In Richter’s work, the space is empty, barely suggestive: the sense is more of a 
charged void into which the viewer must bring her own ideas, reflections, apprehensions and 
affects in order to meet the challenge that is thrown out. In Tillers’ work, on the other hand, the 
space is full (Curnow uses the description “dense fields of reference” (Curnow 1998, p.54)), but 
is still vertiginous, although in a horizontal plane, perhaps analogous to Deleuze and Guattari’s 
“plane of immanence” (Deleuze and Guattari 2011, pp.266-267). In Tillers’ works, the layers 
and fragments of image and text communicate fractured ideas, associations and affects, all 
present at a single time, but without end, amongst which the viewer flounders, searching for 
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solid landfall, which is nowhere to be found. There is an abundance of matter, but no 
conclusion, and the effect is equally to create a liminal space.  
 
Like Richter, Tillers withholds clarity and completion, forcing the viewer to search the canvas 
for words, phrases, and images, in order to piece together multiple meanings which the viewer 
effectively writes herself. But even as meanings and emotional resonances are pieced together, 
the degree of fragmentation opens gaps through which new interpretations enter and elusively 
slip. Viewing Tillers’ work is an active process involving suspension and movement in multiple 
directions, during which the viewer is suspended at any given moment on one of many potential 
“lines of flight”. 
 
In his 1982 paper Locality Fails, Tillers presents Meaghan Morris’ 1980 analysis of Lynn 
Silverman’s exhibition of photographs of inland Australia. Titled Horizons (1979-1981), 
Silverman’s series presents paired images of the landscape; firstly in conventional view with the 
camera pointed out towards a distant, level horizon, and secondly, by pointing the camera 
directly at the ground, the detail of the ground at Silverman’s feet at each locality. Morris makes 
the statement that Silverman’s photographs “confront us, not with objective and subjective 
interpretations of the same space, but with two different ways of manipulating subject-object 
relationships. One makes myth, the other makes personal statement: one includes us, the other 
addresses” (Tillers 1982, p.68). It could be considered that Tillers has built upon this strategy in 
his own work, manipulating subject-object relationships not in a dualistic manner as discussed 
in Silverman’s work, but in multiples, to create multiple possible perspectives within a single 
image. Again, he achieves this largely through fragmenting and overlaying images, layering 
image upon text and text upon image repeatedly, fragmenting all the while, to create a 
palimpsest of images and ideas.  
 
Myth, both its acknowledgement and its deconstruction, is just one of the elements that 
constructs this complex fabric of references. Amongst themes that include art historical, 
philosophical, literary, scientific, social and environmental strands or fragments, together with 
personal and family history and experience, themes of the metaphysical and even the spiritual 
(particularly Aboriginal spirituality) also have a place. I discuss these themes later in this 
chapter. 
 
Part of the fascination of Tillers’ work is that he both deconstructs and maintains the rich 
mythical texture of the works he appropriates, layering the transcendent with the immanent, the 
mythic with the analytical, system and information with beauty, to produce richly layered works 
that are dense with reflection and suggestion, and where constant movement on multiple lines of 
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flight characterises the viewer’s experience. These characteristics apply throughout Tillers’ 
body of work, and are discussed below with particular reference to Tillers’ works relating to the 
natural world. 
 
Imants Tillers and nature 
 
Tillers’ work in recent years has dealt increasingly with place and the natural world. Revolving 
in earlier years around identity and diaspora, and “the provincialism problem” as outlined by 
Terry Smith in 1974, and appropriating the works of prominent international artists such as 
Marcel Duchamp, Giorgio de Chirico, Anselm Kiefer, and George Baselitz to highlight the idea 
of trends absorbed at a distance from the major art centres, or focusing on regional artists such 
as New Zealander Colin McCahon and Aboriginal artists such as Albert Namatjira and Michael 
Nelson Jagamara, Tillers’ focus has shifted, at least in part, in recent years. Earlier choices of 
subject matter in part reflected the preoccupations of the art world during the 1980s and 1990s 
as well as Tillers’ own interests–interests which included Aboriginal art, social justice, and 
ecology, which have increasingly come into play as his work has moved closer to themes of 
place.  
 
Tillers has long been interested in work dealing with the landscape and nature, particularly in 
the Australian context, evidenced in his involvement in the work of Christo and Jeanne Claude 
in the wrapping of Little Bay, Sydney, in 1968-69 (Hart 2006b), his participation in the 1973 
Mildura Sculpture Biennial, much of his writing, and his work Untitled (1978) (Figure 26), 
which reproduces Hans Heysen’s iconic Summer (1909). He skirted around this theme in his 
earlier career, seeing the tradition as conservative and constraining, and perhaps not satisfied 
that he had found an appropriate mode of approach that sufficiently established the specificities 
of the Australian context and yet avoided cultural appropriation on the one hand, or on the other, 
fulfilled his wariness of nationalistic agendas and single-dimensional views of the landscape. 
Deborah Hart comments: “Postmodern arguments flowing out of the 1970s and into the 1980s 
were against nationalistic agendas and one-dimensional views of the landscape, as well as 
opposing the overt personal expression of modernist abstraction” (Hart 2006a, p.11). The 
distancing of the artist, together with acknowledgement of the complexity and diversity of 
knowledge, cultures, and understandings is clear in this statement. Tillers’ work in this area 
presents landscapes mediated by cultural frames, both Aboriginal and European, but given 
Tillers’ heritage, the European frame predominates. Addressing Aboriginal perspectives, Tillers 
has collaborated since 2001 with Indigenous artist Michael Nelson Jagamara, overcoming an 
early misstep in which Tillers appropriated Jagamara’s work Five Stories (1984) for his The 
Nine Shots (1985), without permission. Together they have produced more than twenty works, 
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culminating in The Messenger (2014), in the Parliament House Art Collection, and the 
exhibition Meeting Place, installed at Parliament House, Canberra, in 2017 (Hardy 2017). 
 
In the catalogue essay for the 2011 exhibition Nature Speaks at GAGprojects gallery in 
Adelaide, Tillers acknowledges his admiration, continuing since the 1970s, for landscape 
painter Fred Williams as having painted the “definitive, quintessential Australian landscape” 
(Tillers 2011). He also acknowledges his own reluctance to engage with a tradition that he saw 
as “conservative, and stifling and besides, conceptual art offered a compelling alternative” 
(Tillers 2011). In this essay, Tillers states that he has come back to the landscape tradition as a 
result of Aboriginal art. Tillers’ interest in Aboriginal art has been enduring. In 2004, twenty-
two years after first arguing his admiration of this work, Tillers, in an essay titled “When 
Locality Prevails”, referred to Aboriginal art as “still the most powerful discourse within 
Australian art” (Tillers 2004, p.114).  
 
As a result of these influences, Tillers’ more recent work, executed since his move in 1996 to 
the Monaro district surrounding Cooma, NSW, has increasingly adopted nature as a theme. His 
series “Nature Speaks”, commenced in the late 1990s, now numbers over one hundred 16-panel 
works (ACT Museums and Galleries, 2002). These works draw on place, nature, philosophy and 
cultural history, and echo Tillers’ lifelong interest in ecology and environmental concerns, 
together with his admiration for Aboriginal art and traditions, in which landscape clearly does 
matter, in a poetic, allusive manner. Like his works on other themes, these works are elusive, 
fragmentary and complex, interweaving multiple threads, ideas, and references. They utilise 
fragmented text from philosophers and poets, images both original and art historical, and local 
place names and personal reflections to create sibilant images that are tied to the environments 
from which they are drawn. Many are based in the Monaro district with its wide rolling 
grasslands and open skies, ringed by the Snowy Mountain chain, including the Kosciuszko 
massif, which appears in many works. Local place names such as Bobundara, The Three 
Brothers, Nimmitabel, Dry Plains and many others evoke histories and associations of place and 
European and Aboriginal occupation of this country, while reflections from romantic poets, 
painters and philosophers (Rainer Maria Rilke, Phillip Otto Runge, Caspar David Friedrich) are 
tied in with personal reflection on the character of the landscape (wind, no horizon, empty, wide 
open …) and sometimes with directly ecological or environmental thinking (bones, bleached 
colour, “The Snowy River Must Flow Again”). 
 
In his landmark essay “Locality Fails” (1982), Tillers explores the critical contribution made to 
Australian landscape art by the work of Aboriginal artists, and the emerging nuances of 
“aboriginality” in non-Aboriginal Australian landscape art. In this article, Tillers explores the 
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importance of Aboriginal art and the culturally mediated landscape, touching on issues of 
spirituality (in relation to Aboriginal works), and of “regionality”, a term he argues has, with 
positive associations, replaced the more derogatory “provincialism” criticised by Terry Smith. 
The article appends Meaghan Morris’ “Two Types of Photography Criticism Located in 
Relation to Lynn Silverman’s Series: Horizons, 1979” (1982). Tillers’ own work dealing with 
landscape reflects some of the concepts raised by Morris: an avoidance of heroics in landscape 
representation, and in particular a “reflection on how space is made intelligible for us by a play 
of identity and difference, how cultural systems of interpreting a space can be unsettled by 
exhibiting the process of framing interpretations” (Morris 1982, p.62).  
 
In Tillers’ Nature Speaks series, for example Monaro (1998), these systems of cultural framing 
are made evident, and multiple: in Monaro, a sea of faces reproduced from German romantic 
artist Phillip Otto Runge’s Cherubim (1809), fills the picture plane (Hart n.d., p.1), overlaid 
with local landscape scenes from the Cooma region; architectural and other items of Tillers’ 
Latvian heritage; a small skeleton reproduced from the work of British artist Chris Ofili which 
refers to the bones Tillers noted littering the Monaro landscape; a quotation–“We have decided 
not to die”–referring to the work of Tokyo architects Shusaku Arakawa and Madeline Gins; the 
watching eye from Giorgio de Chirico’s Greetings from a distant friend (1916); and repeated 
references to the numbers and counting of Colin McCahon. 
  
 
Figure 30. Imants Tillers, Monaro, 1998, Synthetic polymer paint and gouache on 288 canvasboards, Art Gallery of 
NSW Collection, Sydney. 
 
The grey, pink-grey and yellow-brown tonality of the painting reflects the colours of the Cooma 
landscape, at that stage entering a long period of drought, and the form of a little mountain, 
echoing the form of small hills around Cooma, is drawn from The Three Lies of Painting 
(1994), a work by German painter and photographer Sigmar Polke, with whom Tillers shares an 
interest in the idea of landscape painting as an illusion (Hart 2006a, pp.64-65). The sea of 
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angelic faces of Runge’s Cherubim appear as a recurring motif in many works in Tillers’ Nature 
Speaks series, as do the letters and numbers of Colin McCahon, reflecting a metaphysical strand 
in these works. The work combines metaphysical and romantic references with works of 
philosophers and poets, direct environmental observation, and a sense of place rooted in the 
locality and immediacy in which it is set, nonetheless weaving in references to cultures of other 
worlds and other times, derivations of identity that come from “elsewhere”. The European 
influences in this work are equal in strength to the Antipodean, but here, unlike in many other 
works, Aboriginal voices are silent. While this is a work about place and the nature of the 
landscape within which Tillers now lives, cultural overtones, although here European rather 
than Indigenous, are as strong as natural or environmental ones.  
 
Theorist Graham Coulter-Smith elucidates four generic strands of avant-gardist art of the 1960s 
relevant to Tillers’ work: a desire to relate art to discourses and environments external to art, in 
particular science, social systems, environment, and ecosystems; a move away from the 
traditional conception of the aesthetic object; an interest in systems and the concept of art as 
information; and a deconstruction of the pre-eminence of the artist as creator (Coulter-Smith 
2002, p.11). All of these strands can be discerned in a work such as Monaro in its thematic 
content, the canvasboard system, the layering of influences, ideas and perspectives, and the 
practice of appropriation. Wystan Curnow notes similar preoccupations, seeing in Tillers’ work 
fundamental notions that: 
 
the contemporary artist must be a “processor”, rather than a “producer” of data, that the 
meaning of the work rests more in the “system” than in the “datum”, that the “system” 
of the work should be congruent with developments in systems theory in contemporary 
science, and that open systems are to be preferred to closed systems. (Curnow 1998, 
p.12)  
 
The extent to which Tillers was influenced by the land art movement of the 1960s and ’70s, 
particularly its focus on the natural world, as well as its questioning of the modernist ideals of 
the sanctity of the art object and the author, is evident as early as Tillers’ thesis for his BSc 
(Hons) at Sydney University in 1973 titled A Beginner’s Guide to Oil Painting. Here Tillers 
examines the work of Michael Heizer and Richard Long “in relation to previous anthropocentric 
landscape traditions, to suggest a changing sensitivity to nature in recent art” (Tillers 1973, 
p.A2, my emphasis). The thesis was, in his words: “a study intended to relate recent art ... 
[naming scatter pieces, buried sculpture, earth art, ecological art, systems art, process art, body 
sculpture, mail art, auto-destructive art, art of nominating part of the world as art, conceptual art, 
language art] ... to a context beyond the art historical context” (Tillers 1973, p.A2). A number of 
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these strategies were employed by land artists, and all diminish the modern preoccupation with 
the centrality of the artist-creator. Tillers has continued to explore a changed position regarding 
subjectivity, as well as ecological and systems thinking, throughout his practice. Coulter-Smith, 
in his catalogue essay for the series Nature Speaks (1999), notes that “Tillers’ post-classical 
scientific aesthetic possesses an ideological dimension which is comparable to that of deep 
ecology”. Coulter-Smith observes: 
 
Taken in the context of such issues the deconstruction of identity/authorship in Tillers’ 
work ... moves beyond parallels with postmodern appropriation into a more broadly 
relevant ecopolitical dimension. The death of the author-god evident in Tillers’ work 
becomes understandable as a deconstruction of the rational “cogito”, the self-absorbed 
and self-destructive hubris of capitalist techno-science. In its stead Tillers posits a 
human subjectivity that realizes its immanence in the matrices that surround it and as a 
consequence is able to experience a renewed respect for the natural systems, internal 
and external, in which we are all encompassed. (Coulter-Smith 1999, pp.8-9) 
 
Tillers’ thesis identified a range of environmental and social problems with which he felt artists 
should engage, and spoke of the role of the artist as a “processor of data” rather than “a 
producer of data” (Coulter-Smith 1999, pp.A2-A3), stating that this modified role is 
“manifested in the increasing dematerialisation of the art object and the interpretation of data … 
already present in the world”. (1999, p.A3) 
 
In chapter 4 of his thesis, Tillers discusses both the anthropocentric view of the world (which he 
defined as its origins, history, and cultural distribution), and the ecological view, about which he 
states: 
 
An ecological view considers the world in terms of interrelationships, cycles and 
processes, all interdependent, and man in this context … is not divine, perhaps he is the 
current, latest dominant species but in no sense is he outside these natural systems. 
(Tillers 1973, p. A11) 
 
The parallels in this thinking, drawn from the discipline of ecology, to the contemporary 
thinking of the new materialisms and realisms are very clear, particularly in the “network” 
thinking and the non-anthropocentric stance adopted. Reflecting the times in his gendered 
language, Tillers continued: “In the light of man’s [sic] dependence it logically is difficult to 




Thus the antithesis of the exploitative view of nature is the ecological view of man’s 
dependence on nature not as a separate entity but as part of many interdependent 
systems. The complexity and holistic organisation of a system is in direct contrast to the 
simple relational man-nature dualism of the anthropocentric world view. (Tillers 1973, 
pp. A11-12) 
 
Continuing this reference to ecological ideas in chapter 6 of his thesis, Tillers suggests a 
“systems-oriented aesthetic” (referring to Burnham’s theory of systems aesthetics, itself based 
in a biological model) as the general framework in which to place some art movements recent at 
that time, and implies a shift “from an object-oriented aesthetic to a systems-oriented aesthetic 
parallel to the shift in science” (Tillers 1973, p.A3, my emphasis). Tillers writes: 
 
Underlying the solution is the need for a changed relationship between man and nature: 
from an anthropocentric view to a view which recognises that man is a part of the 
natural cycles and natural systems and dependent on them for his survival ... The nature 
of the ecological sensibility is equated to an “aesthetic sensibility”. (Tillers 1973, p.A2, 
my emphasis) 
 
This relationship that Tillers saw between an ecological sensibility and an aesthetic one has 
profoundly influenced his work, and now, in the age of the Anthropocene and materialist 
thinking, is given greater traction. The pages of the “Book of Power” in his canvasboard system, 
besides forming an example of this systems approach, also have liminal characteristics, being 
open to many readings and reworkings, capable of moving continually to another state, rather 
than reaching some final “finished” form. His systematic use of the technique of appropriation 
is another example of this flexibility, also allowing for multiple readings and recombinations, 
and movement in multiple directions; and the manner of the overarching system or network 
created in the work (of overlaying, gaps and fissures, multiple threads, irruptions and sibilant 
whispers) is a third, allowing for inflows, outflows and flux in its reading, in much the same 
manner as an ecological system is visualised as an open system constantly responding to energy 
flows and other stimuli. There is, embedded in this description of movement, flows, networks 
and recombinations, the concept of a state of constant incipient transformation, a liminal state. 
 
Hart also considers that Tillers’ systems approach has its roots in his interest in ecological 
thinking: “The new science of ecology that emerged in the 1970s enriched systems thinking by 
introducing the idea of communities and networks” (Hart 2006a, p.5). Hart writes: “Tillers' idea 
for his canvasboard system model, which is a continuous whole, a network of diverse and 
multiple parts capable of endless flow, is in accord with the idea of ecological systems” (2006a, 
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p.7). Hart in fact takes the analogy a step further, asserting that “Tillers’ preoccupation with 
ecology and with a system in which the microcosm and macrocosm are in dynamic balance 
relates to the challenge he proposed to established notions of the centre and periphery in the art 
world” (2006b, p.1). 
 
Tillers’ thesis also evidences a direct interest in ecology as a scientific method, which allowed 
him not only a non-anthropocentric perspective and a systems-based approach to visualising the 
world, but also a theoretical approach to painting the natural world and landscape which 
allowed, in his system of layering and overlaying information, the inclusion in one work of 
perspectives ranging from elements of romanticism, both visual and poetic, through social 
critique, historical perspectives, investigations of identity and other aspects of subjectivity, to 
analytical and scientific perspectives, accommodating all these aspects in various possible 
readings.  
 
In this vein, Tillers’ work exploring nature and the landscape since his move to Cooma in the 
1990s does not present “the natural world” as an intellectual concept, generalised, theorised or 
globalised, but rather that particular local place and extensions from it, its cultural history, and 
its physical and ecological presence: a diverse exploration of the expansive windswept 
grasslands of the Monaro district. Hart notes:  
 
Following the completion of the Diaspora series Tillers sought a deeper engagement 
with locality. This coincided with his move to Cooma ... [Tillers also] began to find 
ways of reconciling aspects of his split identity between his familial past and his 
present, reflected in his article “When Locality Prevails”. (Hart 2006b, p.3) 
 
Tillers makes the point, in this 2004 article, in which he discusses his Nature Speaks series, that 
the move to Cooma allowed him not only to immerse himself in this new environment of “a 
landscape tempered by heat, frost, drought and decomposing granite” (Tillers 2004, p.114), but 
also to experience “a European rhythm significantly different from that of the Australian 
landscape, yet somehow still within it … Here, in the garden at ‘Blairgowrie’, nature speaks in 
the Latvian vernacular of my childhood” (2004, p.115). Living in this landscape, Tillers has 
resolved, at least in part, the issues of conflicting identity, belonging and displacement that have 
formed a major subject in his work since the earliest days of his career. He concludes the essay 
with a quotation from the German romantic artist Phillip Otto Runge, who describes how the 





The rock speaks, the mountain speaks, every ear of corn speaks, every tree and field, in 
a language so intimate and familiar. (Tillers 2004, p.115) 
 
Although romantic in tone, this poem could also be read through a materialist and speculative 
lens, highlighting the agency and autonomy of animate and inanimate matter and the intimacy 
of humanity’s entanglement with these forms. In light of contemporary theoretical moves 
towards just such an anti-anthropocentric view, Tillers’ early interest in the field of ecology and 
systems thinking was prescient, particularly during a period of cultural theory generally based in 
theories of subjectivity (Joselit, Lambert-Beatty and Foster 2016, p.3).  
 
In developing his distinctive approach towards the subject of landscape, Tillers has retained 
many habits of postmodern thinking: he has for example escaped the mimetic convention of 
landscape painting, and also the convention of aesthetic detachment parodied by Karen Knorr, 
as discussed in chapter 3. Tillers’ favoured technique of appropriation continues in his 
landscape works, but his images of landscape, which he explains as evocations of landscape 
rather than direct representations, intertwine issues of belonging; meanings and stories, both 
Indigenous and settler, written in the land; as well as personal and cultural themes of longing, 
loss and mortality, expressed through the natural world. Nonetheless, the expression of these 
themes (which have considerable resonance with his earlier work) through landscape has been a 
substantial shift in Tillers’ work. 
 
Tillers saw the landscape tradition within white Australian art history as parochial and 
provincial (Coulter-Smith 1999, p.1), and in his earlier career did not want to engage with it. In 
the 1970s, Tillers discussed a new approach to landscape with the conceptual artist Ian Burn 
(Hart 2006b, p.2), but it took several decades for these ideas to come to fruition in his work. 
There is also a possibility that in addition to his personal circumstances and concerns, Tillers 
sensed that a shift in the paradigm through which the natural world was approached in art theory 
was beginning to occur in the late 20th century, or perhaps it was simply an intelligent response 
to the worsening environmental crisis that was gaining prominence in the media at the time (and 
continues to do so). The change of focus occurred against a background of postmodern thinking 
with respect to the landscape, with its opposition to nationalistic agendas, and caution about 
one-dimensional perceptions of landscape and the overt personal expression of modernist 
abstraction (Hart 2006b, p.2). Tillers, too, emphasises this perspective in earlier years, clearly 
illustrated in his 1982 essay “Locality Fails”, which asserts, in contrast to his later essay “When 
Locality Prevails”’ (discussed above), the irrelevance of place in contemporary art. Despite his 
current recognition of the relevance of place or locality, he has in fact held to these postmodern 
values; exploring landscape now in a manner that is entirely not nationalistic, heroic, or 
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colonial, but rather is an evocation of place, of history, of energy and force, of material reality 
and ecology, and of significance across cultures. In 1982, embedded in a lengthy discussion of 
the particular local and cultural nature of Aboriginal art, Tillers, invoking Bell’s Theorem, 
which proves, by “project[ing] the ‘irrational’ aspects of sub-atomic phenomena into the 
macroscopic domain [that] the principle of local causes fails” (Tillers 1982, p.55), and 
connecting it to the Special Theory of Relativity and Quantum Mechanics, argued that the 
contemporary understanding of nature makes “the conscious striving after the appearance of 
‘localness’ … an utterly futile and nonsensical activity” (1982, p.57). By 2003 Tillers was 
reconsidering his position: “I suppose I’ve fought against the landscape tradition … but I think 
it’s something you can’t ignore and I don’t want to ignore it now” (Hart 2006a, p.73). 
Despite his interest in ecology, Tillers’ landscape works do not tend to focus on strictly 
“environmental” themes, but rather concentrate on exploring evocations and associations of 
place, issues of belonging, cultural and historical layerings of place, and socio-political 
dimensions. Nature Speaks (Kosciuszko) (1999), for example, is inscribed, over a list of place 
names along the Snowy River and a romantic image derived from Caspar David Friedrich’s 
Wanderer Above the Sea of Fog (1818), in a form reminiscent of Haiku poetry, “The Snowy 
River Must Flow Again”.  
 
Figure 31. Imants Tillers, Nature Speaks (Kosciuszko), 1999, Synthetic polymer paint and gouache on sixteen 
canvasboards, nos 65 324-65 339, 101.6 X 142.2 cm. 
 
The image reflects Tillers’ metaphysical preoccupations, in addition to a recognition of a 
landscape steeped in cultural overlays, and at the same time recognises and expresses concern 
for contemporary environmental issues of this region. The triumphal figure also exhibits 
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longing, true to Friedrich’s early 19th century romantic work, and is juxtaposed against an 
uncertain ground, creating a sense of unease amidst a tracery of names, places, symbolist poetry, 
and cultural inflections. 
 
Throughout the last decades of the 20th century, the dominant and most readily critically 
accepted approach to work dealing with the natural world and environmental themes was 
generally more activist or didactic in style. Tillers, however, chose to present a more multi-
faceted and liminal view. Curnow sheds some light on the reasons Tillers may have avoided too 
strong an identification with this activist approach, when he states that with Donald Brooks’ 
(Tillers’ supervisor) departure for Adelaide in the late 1970s: 
 
the avant-garde had lost a leading critic and advocate. Tillers had no taste for the 
didacticism of the politically based and community-oriented practices which 
increasingly determined the terms of its opposition. Not until the beginning of the 1980s 
did he find (or rediscover) a milieu in which his work had a self evident place. (Curnow 
1998, p.17) 
 
In common with all of his work, Tillers’ landscape works deal in complexity, accept 
uncertainty, and seek to explore multiple perspectives and conceptions simultaneously, rather 
than settling upon a single viewpoint. Tillers chooses throughout to remain resolutely within a 
liminal space. 
 
Metaphysical content–another liminal theme 
 
Tillers’ work has always included an element of investigation of the metaphysical. This is an 
aspect of Tillers’ content that, by its nature as intangible, immaterial, and highly speculative, 
inevitably projects the viewer into liminal realms. In discussing Tillers’ Diaspora series of 
1992, and the work Paradiso (1994), Hart refers to this metaphysical element as “a strong pull 
toward the mystical” (Hart 2006a, p.56). Coulter-Smith comments: 
 
Tillers initially expressed his notion of a counter-rational parallel world via his rhetoric 
of “mirroring” as in Conversations with the Bride 1974-75 ... In Untitled, 1978, [a work 
consisting of a doubled reproduction of Hans Heysen’s Summer (1909)], Tillers turned 
from mirror-inversion to photomechanical reproduction as his key metaphor for an 
antipodean counter-rational world ... evidenced in his statement describing photography 
as “a parallel shadow-world populated by melancholy residues–paper-thin 
displacements of the 3D objects to which they refer” ... and adds ... “Naturally, 
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reproductions in books and magazines are caught in this double bind. …they add to this 
shadow-world”. (Coulter-Smith 1999, p.6) 
 
Coulter-Smith extends this idea of “counter-rationality” (expressed first through a metaphor of 
mirror inversion, and then of photographic reproduction) (Coulter-Smith 1999, p.1), suggesting 
something akin to the metaphysical in linking Tillers’ “post-classical scientific aesthetic” with 
the “ideological” dimension of deep ecology (Coulter-Smith 1999, p.8). The metaphysical 
strand runs in an understated way through almost all of Tillers’ work. It would be reasonable to 
argue that there is, in Tillers’ more recent works (particularly explicit in Mount Analogue 
(1985), the Diaspora series of the 1990s, the Nature Speaks series commenced in 1998 and 
continuing), a noticeable increase in emphasis towards the liminal and metaphysical. In earlier 
years this emphasis was particularly evident in those works based on works by Colin McCahon, 
Anselm Kiefer and Giorgio De Chirico. Tillers himself raises the metaphysical content of De 
Chirico’s later works, saying:  
 
In these unfashionable works, the melancholy of places (of deserted Italian piazzas on 
autumn afternoons) yields to the melancholy of his own personal metaphysical 
situation. (Tillers 1982, p.60) 
 
In his interview at the Art Gallery of NSW after winning the 2012 Wynne Prize, Tillers raises 
metaphysical preoccupations in Colin McCahon’s work, saying that McCahon’s work, also 
about landscape, is “really about faith and belief” (AGNSW 2012). Hart too notes that Tillers 
comments on the work of McCahon that “[t]here is a constant tension between the search for 
meaning, the desire for transcendence and a pervasive, immovable scepticism” (Hart 2006a, 
p.33). 
 
The range of subjects prominent in Tillers’ earlier work, such as issues of belonging, and 
cultural and historical associations of items or places, are, in his later works dealing with 
landscape and nature, extended by added reflection on interconnection, embeddedness, and 
culturally mediated values and understandings of the unified natural and cultural world, 
including metaphysical ones. Hart notes that Tillers was influenced by James Lovelock’s idea 
“that the planet Earth as a whole is a living, self-organising system” (Hart 2006a, p.7), an idea 
Tillers alludes to as early as his 1973 thesis, citing landscape architect Ian McHarg and 
philosopher Herbert Marcuse (Tillers 1973, pp.A11 and A15). Tillers notes that this holistic 
ecological model “helps to reinforce the reverence for living which seems lost” (Tillers 1973, 
p.A15), indicating not only an awareness of the networked nature of the system, but also a 
metaphysical element to the work. This approach, with its combination of networked, ecological 
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thinking and a metaphysical tone, could in contemporary times be related to speculative realist 
or materialist thinking, particularly the concept of wonder I focus on in this thesis. It has also 
sometimes been attributed to a romantic element in Tillers’ work, evidenced by his repeated 
appropriation of the works of the romantic German painter Phillip Otto Runge, for example. At 
the time that Tillers wrote his thesis, it is likely that he was influenced by a strand of ecological 
thinking known as “deep ecology”, originating with Norwegian philosopher Arne Næss in the 
early 1970s. Coulter-Smith certainly suggests this strand of philosophical thinking as an 
influence on Tillers’ work in his notes to accompany the exhibition Nature Speaks at Sherman 
Galleries in 1999 (Coulter-Smith 1999, p.8). Increasingly under discussion at that time (and still 
current), this thinking proposed a philosophical view emphasising the “intrinsic” or 
“ecocentric”, as opposed to “extrinsic” or “utilitarian” values of the natural world and all things 
within it, a viewpoint with a strong romantic appeal that nonetheless can also be closely related 
to contemporary new materialist thinking, which, though avoiding mysticism or theology, does 
acknowledge an element of the metaphysical, and which also recognises a non-utilitarian value 
system applying to the non-human world. Political theorist William Connolly even argues for an 
element of spirituality within proto-new materialist thought, suggesting that Nietzsche, Merleau-
Ponty, Foucault and Deleuze each show “how a spirituality of some sort or another is always 
infused into experience, interpretation and action”, seeking, through a spirituality of immanence 
rather than theism, “to draw sustenance from positive attachment to this world” (Coole and 
Frost 2010, p.197). 
 
Tillers has, in recent years, expanded the focus of his landscape theme from the Monaro locality 
to include other places in Australia previously painted by other artists, often combined with text 
from European and other sources, weaving in his characteristic blend of cultural awareness, 
historical reference, and ecological and philosophical sensibility. The works for which he was 
awarded the Wynne Prize in 2012 and 2013 are examples of this trend in his work. The first, 
Waterfall (after Williams) (2012), refers to Strath Creek in Victoria, painted by Eugene von 
Guérard in 1862 and since repainted by other artists, including Fred Williams in 1979. The 
second, Namatjira (2013), reproduces a Central Australian landscape painted in the 1950s by 
artist Albert Namatjira as a homage to the Aboriginal artist, but interweaves complex themes of 
tragedy, loss, and national guilt or responsibility in the work (AGNSW 2013). Inscribed on the 
image of a mountain taken from a Namatjira painting executed in the 1950s are phrases such as: 
“Fellow countryman, there’s not a shred of hope …”, “Reprimand me, destroy everything, 
obliterate it, pretend that it never happened”, “a victim of infinite distances, a victim of what is 
infinitely close at hand”; and “the greatest calamity affecting a person”–these reflections on 




Metaphysical themes, reflected in phrases such as “because of your covenant with desolation” 
and “the inscrutability of heaven”, are here layered and woven together with themes of 
reconciliation and national guilt and a strong environmental sensibility, across many additional 
pages (sixty-four) of Tillers’ “Book of Power”, or canvasboard system, in a manner fully 
characteristic of Tillers’ entire oeuvre. Tillers acknowledges this metaphysical content in his 
acceptance speech for the Prize, speaking of his view that Namatjira had “found a way to repair 
some of the psychic and spiritual damage–what Kevin Gilbert has called ‘a rape of the soul’–
long endured by Aboriginal Australia”: 
 
Today we realise that they are more than just landscapes–he was really painting his 
dreamings, so he was painting spirit beings that looked like trees or like mountains, and 
I think he is the precursor of the renaissance of Aboriginal art, which started with the 
Papunya Tula movement in 1971. (AGNSW 2013) 
 
 
Figure 32. Imants Tillers, Namatjira, 2013, Acrylic and gouache on 64 canvasboards, 203 X 284 cm, Wynne Prize, 
Art Gallery of NSW, 2013. 
 
Charles Merewether, writing in Deborah Hart’s book Imants Tillers: One World, Many Visions 




Tillers thinks the land, a form of post-historical painting if you will, a procedure that 
names names erased, stares amnesia in the face, giving evidence of the historical 
inscription on which it is already founded. (Merewether 2006, p.110) 
 
The painting Namatjira is a case in point, reflecting on Australia’s shameful history with respect 
to its original inhabitants in a deeply personal manner. Tillers’ longstanding interest in 
Aboriginal art (which was beginning to rise to prominence at the time that he wrote his 
architectural thesis, and which is deeply place-based) has come to fruition in paintings such as 
this, as well as in his turn to the painting of landscape as a subject. In his collaborations with 
Michael Nelson Jagamara since 2001, Tillers focusses, with Jagamara, on Aboriginal 
cosmology and its embodiment in the natural world, together with settler history. In relation to 
landscape imagery, Tillers has explicitly acknowledged the considerable influence of Aboriginal 
art on his own practice. 
 
In a series of interviews at the Art Gallery of NSW, Tillers emphasises the manner in which his 
attitude to landscape painting has changed over time. Speaking after his 2012 Wynne Prize win 
for Waterfall (after Williams), Tillers spoke of the manner in which the landscape tradition had 
dominated art in Australia, and the consequent need to question that tradition, noting that “some 
of my early works engaged with that tradition, but in a critical way” (AGNSW 2012). In the 
same interview he states that landscape has recently become a dominant theme in his work. 
Noting that landscape had become a discredited subject in Australian art, and naming Williams 
as “probably the last credible landscape artist” in Australia, Tillers credits Aboriginal art “which 
is all about landscape” as having “changed everything”, and made landscape again a viable 
subject for contemporary artists. He also notes that most of his work has a narrative element 
through his use of text, and points out that Indigenous art also has this approach: “it depicts the 
landscape, but there’s a story behind what’s depicted”. In this interview Tillers names as his 
strongest influences Fred Williams, Colin McCahon, and Anselm Kiefer (“whose work is very 
contemporary, but it generally takes the form of landscape painting”), as well as Aboriginal art, 
culturally and spiritually based in landscape.  
 
Tillers’ acknowledgement (AGNSW 2012, 2013) that the works of many Aboriginal artists, 
while essentially about landscape, are at a deeper level really about spirituality, again indicates 
Tillers’ interest in metaphysical themes. In his 2012 acceptance speech at the Art Gallery of 
NSW Tillers noted this theme in his work Waterfall (After Williams), stating that he was drawn 
to the image of the waterfall because “a waterfall is everchanging, but always looks the same ... 
I saw it as a metaphor for the fleetingness of human life” (AGNSW 2012). This preoccupation 
in Tillers’ work with mortality, longing, and loss is frequently pursued in recent work through 
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the vehicle of the natural world, as in the Nature Speaks series, or the Tabula Rasa series 
commenced in 1992. This theme is also evident in works relating to cultural history, as in the 
Diaspora series of the 1990s, particularly explicit in Paradiso (1994). By their very nature, 
these are liminal themes, and they have been evident in Tillers’ work since at least the 1980s, 
particularly in those works influenced by McCahon, de Chirico and Kiefer. However, while 
these preoccupations are present, they are, in common with Tillers’ other themes, always 
deconstructed. Ambivalence and questioning are always present. Tillers himself foregrounds 
these concerns in his plea in 1989 to be acknowledged as an artist whose concerns are serious, 
rather than as one whose work is readily characterised as ironic or “trivial”: 
 
For me … “appropriation” as a modus operandi is like a millstone around my neck. I 
long to be free … Critics … have been quick to focus on the lack of seriousness in my 
work–pointing all too readily to the aspects of humour, irreverence, post-modernism. 
What they mean is triviality … I would like to contradict and point to a depth, a 
heaviness, melancholy in my work … a certain form of hell. Look, I implore, at my 
repeated preference for the unmitigated angst of early Baselitz, look also at my use of 
Kiefer (it is without irony) and my devotion to that pillar of gravitas, Giorgio de 
Chirico. And McCahon. (Curnow 1998, p.35) 
 
As well as speaking of this metaphysical theme following his 2013 Wynne Prize win for 
Namatjira, Tillers also notes that he regards this particular Namatjira painting as “a kind of self-
portrait”. He notes a similarity to the manner in which he spoke of his own painting Heart of the 
Wood (1985) (based on Anselm Kiefer’s work Germany’s Spiritual Heroes (1973)), which deals 
with cultural identity and displacement, as a kind of self-portrait (Hart 2006a, p.22). Tillers 
says: “my use of Kiefer is not a deconstructive strategy, but it has a sort of emotional basis” 
(2006a p.23). This reflects Tillers’ desire, stated above, to be “taken seriously” in his 
investigation of the use of landscape as a vehicle for personal/metaphysical themes of loss, 
mortality, cultural memory, and identity, even spirituality, as pursued by McCahon, Kiefer, and 
in this case, Albert Namatjira. All of these are liminal themes. According to Hart: 
 
An interest in things metaphysical is another thread woven through Tillers’ work–not in 
terms of a belief in an omnipotent figurehead but rather in relation to the possibilities of 
the mind and consciousness, and the interconnections between all things. This is related 
to his interest in physics and ecology, and also to an awareness of the mystical. (Hart 




In similar vein, Curnow notes the importance to Tillers of the Japanese-American artist Shusaku 
Arakawa, as well as the artist and educator of Latvian-Russian descent Nicholas Roerich, and 
the French writer and poet René Daumal, author of the pataphysical novel Mount Analogue 
(1952), with its “mix of the mathematical and the metaphysical, the geographical and the 
utopian, the material and the immaterial” (Curnow 1998, pp.17-18). These artists all lean 
towards mystical and philosophical themes, in common with Tillers and with other artists whose 
work Tillers admires and appropriates, including the French symbolist poet Stéphane Mallarmé, 
and artists previously mentioned such as Italian metaphysical artist Giorgio de Chirico, Colin 
McCahon, German Anselm Kiefer whose major themes are history and mythology, and 
Aboriginal artists such as Jagamara and Albert Namatjira, whose work deals both with place 
and a deep and ancient spirituality in the land. Daumal’s unfinished novel Mount Analogue: A 
Novel of Symbolically Authentic Non-Euclidean Adventures in Mountain Climbing (published in 
1992, sixty years after the author’s death, by Shambala Books, Boston), provided Tillers with 
the title of his painting Mount Analogue (1985), which is in the collection of the National 
Gallery of Australia, and which Tillers painted after a reproduction of Eugene von Guérard’s 
North-east View from the Northern Top of Mount Kosciusko (1863), discussed in chapter 3. 
Closely reproducing the details of von Guérard’s work, Tillers has nonetheless dramatically 
altered its scale, enlarging the work from 66.5 X 116.8 cm to 279 X 571cm, undermining its 
original romantic realism through heightened colour and the multiple misregistrations and 




Figure 33. Imants Tillers, Mount Analogue, 1985, Oil, oilstick and synthetic polymer paint on 165 canvasboards, 279 
X 571 cm, National Gallery of Australia Collection. 
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In the artist’s statement accompanying this painting in the National Gallery of Australia 
Collection (Tillers 2010b), Tillers describes Daumal’s novel as “a parable of the spiritual 
journey of the self”, noting Daumal’s death, mid-sentence, in 1944, while still working on the 
novel, his membership of the Simplist group in Paris (1928–32), his interest in pataphysics, and 
the fact that he was a Sanskrit scholar and, later, a disciple of the occultist Gurdjieff. The 
metaphysical interests of Daumal are clear. Tillers goes on to describe a series of coincidences 
that caused him to link Daumal, Mexico, Cooma, a homoclimactic map, von Guérard, a possible 
mistaken location in the title of von Guérard’s painting, and his own life situation, concluding 
his remarks with a quotation from “the late, narcoleptic poet John Anderson”: “The world 
cannot be overcome by the analogue ‘I’” (Tillers 2010b). Tillers’ interest in the liminal forces of 
coincidence, chance associations, personal experience and history is evident. Daumal notes: 
For a mountain to play the role of Mount Analogue, its summit must be inaccessible, 
but its base accessible to human beings as nature made them. It must be unique, and it 
must exist geographically. The door to the invisible must be visible. (Curnow 1998, 
p.18, my emphasis) 
 
Combining the concept of inaccessibility with that of accessibility; the intangible with existing 
geographically; the threshold with visibility, and by extension, possible darkness and light; and 
the idea of passage and transformation on passing through, the liminal nature of the idea that 
“the door to the invisible must be visible” is clear. Metaphysical themes similar to those 
explored in Mount Analogue are not uncommon throughout Tillers’ Nature Speaks series, and 
are also present in earlier work, for example works such as Counting: One, Two, Three (1988) 
(which combines references from McCahon with a New Zealand landscape by von Guérard, 
(Coulter-Smith 2002, p.173)). In similar vein, landscape works such as Nature Speaks, BS 
(2009) or Snow Storm, Kosciusko (2012) become vehicles for reflection on metaphysical 
themes:  
 
the crucial thing  
is that we know  
that behind the order of this world 
there is another 





Tillers, the liminal, and nature: continuing a thread 
 
Tillers’ works intellectually challenge, question, overlay threads of meaning and doubt, 
fragment, dissociate, set up undercurrents: they are complex and multiple–culturally, 
scientifically, historically and personally–increasingly engage with nature, mortality and the 
metaphysical, and do not shy away from recognising valuable strands within romantic 
approaches, strands such as liminal placement, affect and metaphysical themes. Tillers’ works 
bear comparison with those of Richter in the sense of their intellectual approach, their habit of 
initiating questioning rather than attempting to provide answers, and their consistent strategy of 
operating within a liminal zone. Both continue a strand of liminal thinking from romanticism 
into contemporary times, and yet they operate determinedly within a contemporary framework. 
Nonetheless, they differ markedly in the techniques used to achieve this placement.  
 
Visually, there is no comparison to be made between them, and yet there is a congruence in both 
means and content–these are artists who think very seriously about the world, who challenge, 
suggest, admit doubt, and avoid giving direction. For both artists, there is a focus on the hitherto 
unfashionable area of nature and landscape, and both find a form of expression that enables 
them to deal with the romantic legacy which threatens to critically diminish the very serious 
nature of their work, while still retaining elements of the metaphysical. Tillers utilises the 
techniques of postmodernism, while Richter experiments with a diversity of means, from 
modernism into the transition towards postmodernism, but both artists have defied the 
conventions of these frames to deal with issues of nature and landscape that they feel are 
significant to their times, and risked the ire of critics in doing so.  
 
Although they pre-date the contemporary rise of new materialist and speculative realist 
thinking, both artists, particularly Tillers, begin to move towards this frame. An explicit 
awareness of ecological principles characterises Tillers’ entire approach, from the time of his 
1973 Architecture thesis, and continuing in his canvasboard system that allows for multiple 
recombinations and interpretations for each and every page of his “Book of Power”. Richter, on 
the other hand, argues for the significance of nature as a theme through the conventions of the 
modernist vision through which his artistic practice was formed upon its escape from socialist 
realism, conventions which accommodate a more romantic perspective–but his insistence “Only 
in relation to nature. That’s all we have” (Buchloch 2009, p.33) suggests a focus on the real that 
challenges the direction in which artistic convention was moving at the time the statements were 
made. Both artists have refused to ignore issues of nature and the real which, though they were 
unfashionable at the time, both saw as critical and important, a recognition that has now taken 
hold across a far broader spectrum of artistic work, and is supported by the new materialist and 
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speculative realist paradigms of philosophical thought in the late 20th and early 21st centuries. 
Perhaps the greatest power of both artists’ works is their maintenance of a position within a 
liminal space, resolutely remaining on trajectories of “becoming”, because, as Deleuze and 
Guattari put it, “becomings are molecular” (Deleuze and Guattari 2011, p.292). Deleuze and 
Guattari say: 
 
[O]ne does not break with the arborescent schema, one does not reach becoming or the 
molecular, as long as a line is connected to two distant points, or is composed of two 
contiguous points. … A line of becoming is not defined by points that it connects, or by 
points that compose it: on the contrary, it passes between points, it comes up through the 
middle, … a line of becoming has neither beginning nor end, departure nor arrival, 
origin nor destination … a line of becoming has only a middle. (Deleuze and Guattari 
2011, p.293) 
 
In maintaining a position within this diffuse, “molecular” space, in avoiding the “points that 
compose it”, the works of both Tillers and Richter gain their strength. The lines of becoming are 
powerful (and yet at the same time, fragmented, elusive and suggestive)–multiple in Tillers’ 
work, and diffuse and withheld in Richter’s, but in both cases “becoming molecular” is 
achieved, giving the works a suggestive power. Although they are of different generations, of 
markedly different styles and differing stature in the world of art, there is a common thread of 
strategy in their works, a degree of environmental sensitivity and concern, and perhaps a refusal, 
particularly strong in the case of Richter, to be constrained by the conventions and ideologies of 
the political and art worlds of their times.  
 
In the following chapter I look at the concerns of new materialist and realist philosophy in 
relation to nature and contemporary art, and the manner in which the artists of this new 
generation, operating within an intellectual environment very different to that encountered by 







The Liminal, the Material Turn, and the Role of Speculation in 
Thinking About Contemporary Art 
 
 
Alfred North Whitehead writes “philosophy never reverts to its old position after the 
shock of a new philosopher”. … Such a shock [has been] recently provided by Graham 
Harman, Quentin Meilllassoux, Ray Brassier, and Ian Hamilton Grant ... known as 
“speculative realists”. They have all asked us to look at the status of modern, or post-
Kantian philosophy in a new way. They have questioned some of the basic assumptions of 
both “analytic” and “continental” thought. And they have opened up prospects for a new 
era of bold metaphysical speculation. (Shaviro, 2011, p.279) 
 
 
This chapter continues the work begun in chapter 3, where I presented a theoretical background 
for definitions of nature, and its relationship with my concept of the liminal. In this chapter I 
pick up the speculative thread and survey the new realist philosophical perspectives, including 
new materialism, speculative realism, object-oriented ontology, and other forms of materialist 
thinking, sometimes collectively referred to as the “material turn” or the “speculative turn”. I 
focus on the influence of these ways of thinking on contemporary art dealing with the natural 
world, particularly art that approaches the subject through liminal zones, and differentiate 
contemporary forms of art dealing with nature through liminal spaces from their romantic 
antecedents. 
 
Changing cultural and environmental conditions in the later decades of the 20th century have 
been instrumental in driving both theoretical shifts towards realist and new materialist theory, 
and the material forms of contemporary artworks dealing with the theme of the nature in the 21st 
century. Fuelled by ever-accumulating and highly media-visible global environmental crises 
such as climate change and the sixth mass extinction, this work is also supported by a 
developing philosophical and critical orientation towards the material world, highlighting an 
understanding of matter and nature that was at least partially suppressed under the dominant 
postmodern analyses of text, discourse, and their underlying idealist orientations.  
 
In chapter 3, I suggested that liminal forms in art dealing with nature, particularly those utilising 
visually indeterminate approaches, had been difficult for artists to engage with during the 
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postmodern period because of their too ready (easy) link to the conventions and aesthetic 
characteristics of romanticism–a difficulty that the movement of land art began to shift. Here I 
suggest that the new openness to speculation within the material turn has helped make liminal 
artistic explorations of the natural world again a major strand within art engaging with nature 
and its criticism. Particular examples can be found within concepts such as philosopher Isabelle 
Stengers’ 21st century reformulation of the concept of “wonder”, and the new materialist 
philosophies’ recognition of the vitality and agency of matter–ideas which operate within zones 
at the edges of previous 20th century Western patterns of thought, opening the way to 
indeterminacy and the liminal. To close this chapter, I examine briefly a number of 
contemporary works that operate within this framework, interpreting them through the 
paradigms of the new materialisms and realisms, and concepts such as wonder, enchantment, 
and the autonomous vitality of matter. 
 
The new materialisms and realisms, art, matter and nature 
 
Recognition amongst philosophers such as Graham Harman, Ray Brassier, Quentin 
Meillassoux, Levi Bryant, and Bruno Latour that postmodern forms of thinking in the West had 
limited capacity to deal with the convergence of ecological crises occurring by the late 1990s 
developed into a significant reaction in both the arts and philosophy. Addressing crises such as 
climate change, species extinction, proliferation of human-created wastes and resource 
degradation amidst a growing recognition of limits to growth and planetary resilience 
necessitates a form of philosophy that takes a more realist approach to the contemporary 
environmental crisis. The new realist and materialist philosophical strands retain the advances 
of postmodern thinking, the practice of deconstruction and habits of revealing the concealed, but 
at the same time incorporate a speculative approach which has fuelled new approaches to, and 
understandings of, nature in the creative arts.  
 
Bryant argues that over the last century philosophy has emerged from a period of self-reflection 
imposed by the success of the sciences and social sciences. He suggests that the recent turn has 
been toward the metaphysical, toward “the truth”, “toward the world” (Bryant 2010 p.282, my 
emphasis)–and away from the analysis of texts. Bryant notes: “Speculation seems to have 
become possible again, and ... the world seems to be thrusting itself upon theorists as worthy of 
thought” (2010, p.282).   
 
This opening towards the world lies at the base of the philosophical approaches of the new 
materialisms and realisms. The movement has made two fundamental shifts. Firstly 
philosophers commit strongly to realism, and refuse to privilege the human-world correlate 
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(Bryant 2010, p.68), attempting to escape correlationism (which Meillassoux defines as “the 
idea that we can only ever have access to the correlation between thinking and being, and never 
to either term considered apart from the other” (Meillassoux 2014, p.5)) in doing so. Secondly, 
this shift produces a turn away from the anthropocentric perspective that has characterised 
modernity in the West. Meillassoux sees correlationism as excluding the real, or effectively 
negating any concept of an object or entity “in itself”. But it is this object or entity, this 
fundamental reality, that has developed into the focus of attention for the new materialists and 
realists. Object-oriented ontology, speculative realism, and new materialism all insist that the 
“in itself” exists, creating a space for a robust realism within contemporary theoretical 
paradigms. 
 
The new materialisms and realisms have been rapidly gaining prominence in philosophy and the 
environmental humanities, including the visual arts, over the past two decades. The work of 
Meillassoux, Harman, Brassier, and Iain Hamilton Grant has been seminal in this development, 
having in common their critique of correlationism and anthropocentrism, their disinterest in the 
“linguistic turn”, and their commitment to realism (Cox, Jaskey and Malik 2015, p.20). Yet 
despite the common strands among these seminal thinkers of the new realisms, there are 
significant differences in each of their positions. 
 
Harman accepts Kant's claim that we have no access to things-in-themselves, arguing that the 
world is composed of “objects”, but that “every object has two faces: a ‘sensual’ face that can 
be encountered by other objects, and a ‘real’ face that withdraws from all relations” (Cox, 
Jaskey and Malik 2015, p.20). Against this “sceptical realism”, Meillassoux and Brassier argue 
that “the real is indeed accessible but through reason, science and mathematics” (Cox, Jaskey 
and Malik 2015, p.21). Meillassoux, a pre-eminent thinker of “speculative realism”, further 
argues “that the world itself is radically contingent, marked by arbitrary and unpredictable 
change, a ‘hyper-chaos’” (Cox, Jaskey and Malik 2015, p.21), claiming, in fact, that 
contingency is the only metaphysics (Clemens 2013, p.58). Meillassoux arrives at this point 
through a profound rejection of the correlationist position, based in the conceptions of 
ancestrality and the “arche-fossil” that he develops (Meillassoux 2014, pp.3-27). Defining 
contingency as “express[ing] the fact that physical laws remain indifferent as to whether an 
event occurs or not” (2014, p.39), Meillassoux states: 
 
We must convert facticity into the real problem whereby everything is without reason, 
and is thereby capable of actually becoming otherwise without reason. We must grasp 
how the ultimate absence of reason, which we will refer to as “unreason”, is an absolute 
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ontological property, and not the mark of the finitude of our knowledge. (Meillassoux 
2014, p.53) 
 
Cultural and literary theorist Justin Clemens notes: “rather than a necessity of a certain being 
(metaphysical realism) or of any correlation (correlationism, weak or strong), the speculative 
realist will affirm the absolute necessity of contingency alone” ( Clemens 2013, p.58), a 
perspective which emphasises the entangled, interdependent nature of the global system, 
humanity’s embeddedness within it, and the irretrievably responsive nature of the system to all 
stimuli, human-induced or not, and with an ultimate absence of reason. This perspective is 
completely distinct from that of romanticism, which envisaged nature as separate and apart: a 
transcendent “standard” against which to measure purity and moral standing.  
  
Bryant, together with Harman, Ian Bogost, and Morton (Shaviro 2014, p.11), espouses the 
strand of thinking known as object-oriented ontology. Bryant argues that: 
 
in order to overcome the dual world hypothesis of Modernity … it is necessary to 
staunchly defend the autonomy of objects or substances, refusing any reduction of 
objects to their relations, whether these relations be relations to humans or other objects. 
In my view, the root of the Modernist schema arises from relationism. (Bryant 2011, 
p.26) 
 
Bryant discerns a common thread through the range of new materialist thinkers–a “profound 
decentering of the human and the subject; yet this is a decentering that at the same time “makes 
room for the human, representation, and content” (Bryant 2011, p.27). He notes a strong 
attentiveness to “all sorts of nonhuman objects or actors” accompanied by a refusal to reduce 
these actors to “vehicles of content and signs” (2011, p. 27). Bryant also notes a changed mode 
of subjectivity with these forms of thinking, discussing the manner in which object-oriented 
ontology treats the subject and culture as particular types of objects, “undermining [the 
subject’s] privileged, central or foundational place within philosophy and ontology” (Bryant 
2011, p.22). Bryant asserts that consequently: 
 
we get the beginnings of what anti-humanism and post-humanism ought to be: ... we get 
a variety of nonhuman actors unleashed in the world as autonomous actors in their own 
right, irreducible to representations and freed from any constant reference to the human 
where they are reduced to our representations. Thus, rather than thinking being in terms 
of two incommensurable worlds, nature and culture, we instead get various collectives 




The recognition here of the critical importance of the concept of collectives also raises the idea 
of entanglement. Bryant notes that the concept of collectives brings together the previously 
separated domains of nature and culture onto a single plane, “in which, to use Karen Barad’s apt 
term, objects are entangled with one another” (Bryant 2011, p.25). Contemporary art dealing 
with nature frequently reflects this entangled perspective–for example works such as Ken and 
Julia Yonetani’s Last Supper (2014), which reflects the impacts of the “miracle” of irrigation in 
the Murrumbidgee Irrigation Area on the NSW-Victoria border, once hailed as the “food bowl” 
of the nation, on the land producing that food. The work extends the recognition of 
unsustainable agricultural practice locally to the future of food security globally. In doing so, it 
emphasises the inextricably entangled position of humans with the Earth’s systems. 
 
 
Figure 34. Ken and Julia Yonetani, The Last Supper, 2014, Murray River salt, 9 m L X 0.72 m W X 1.22 m H. 
 
The material turn in thinking resonates with the ecological model of nature and sits comfortably 
within the secular paradigm of contemporary Western society, while also allowing a renewed 
openness to metaphysical speculation. Following in the footsteps of Deleuze, such speculation is 
derived not from a hierarchical model, nor a theological one, but from an awareness of 
immanence and entanglement. The realist philosophical structures of the material turn 
acknowledge contingency and immanence, recognise agency in matter, and deny 
anthropocentrism, opposing the longstanding hierarchical separation of nature and culture that 
has characterised perceptions of the natural world since the Enlightenment. 
 
Writing in 1995, prior to the broad developments of speculative thought, Soper observes, with a 
degree of exasperation: “it is not language that has a hole in its ozone layer; and the ‘real’ thing 
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continues to be polluted and degraded even as we refine our deconstructive insights at the level 
of the signifier” (Soper 2000, p.151). At a similar time, historian Peter Coates also critiques the 
impacts of postmodern perspectives on “nature”, which he asserts reduce “the natural world 
from a living entity that requires delicate handling and commands our wonder into something of 
merely cultural and linguistic significance” (Coates 1998, p.184). However, despite the 
limitations imposed by the focus on language, the postmodern habit of deconstruction, and its 
challenge to the maintenance of binary frameworks, such as the nature/culture divide, prepared 
the ground for the new materialist re-evaluation of the natural world that underpins the most 
radical philosophies which address or relate to the return to nature in art.  
 
Bryant emphasises how anthropocentrism is embedded in the epistemological concerns driving 
postmodern critique:  
 
the ontological question of substance is elided into the epistemological question of our 
knowledge of substance … This is true even of the anti-humanist structuralists and 
poststructuralists who purport to dispense with the subject in favor of various 
impersonal and anonymous social forces like language and structure ... Here we still 
remain in the orbit of an anthropocentric universe insofar as society and culture are 
human phenomena, and all of being is subordinated to these forces. Being is therefore 
reduced to what being is for us. (Bryant 2011, p.19) 
 
Postmodern deconstructive approaches reveal the “naturalisation” of political, class, and social 
forces such as gendered power structures, emphasising that social differences are hidden under 
the guise of being “natural”. But as Gratton argues, postmodern approaches also create an 
opening for “a realist naturalism” to overcome the neglect of nature which prevailed in 
continental philosophy in the late 20th century. Gratton notes that the adherents of speculative 
realism “argue that the defeat of these faux naturalisms should be done with a better naturalism, 
not a retreat from the real through analyses of social discourses” (Gratton, 2014, p.8).  
 
The new materialist and speculative realist viewpoints radically extend the postmodern position 
by rejecting the separation of culture and nature which characterises modernism, and 
conclusively denying the anthropocentric perspectives that place humanity in a dominant 
position in postmodern (also modern, and romantic) thinking. Appealing to Latour, Bryant 
challenges the modernist schema which he argues creates and maintains the two distinct realms 
of culture and nature, the domain of culture “treated as the world of freedom, meaning, signs, 
representations, language, power” and the realm of nature as “being composed of matter 
governed by mechanistic causality” (Bryant 2011, p.23). Bryant proposes instead, within the 
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model of object-oriented philosophy, that the world consists of “a single plane populated by 
objects”. He argues that this model places “all entities on an equal ontological footing … 
[R]ather than two distinct ontological domains, the domain of the subject and the domain of the 
object”, we have “a single plane of being populated by a variety of different types of objects 
including humans and societies” (Bryant 2011, p.24). 
 
Bryant’s perspective is intrinsically ecological and, equally, remodels the concept of 
subjectivity. Morton clarifies subjectivity as an ecological rather than a human-centred concept, 
arguing that “ecological forms of subjectivity inevitably involve ideas and decisions about 
group identity and behaviour. Subjectivity is not simply an individual, and certainly not an 
individualist, phenomenon. It is a collective one” (Morton 2007, p.17). Bryant’s point about the 
modernist perception of matter as “governed by mechanistic causality” also picks up on a key 
departure in new materialist thinking, in which “agency” is attributed to non-human objects and 
processes which were previously considered inert, activated only when acted upon by agential 
beings, such as human and non-human animals (Coole 2015; Grosz 2008; Bennett 2010a). This 
new focus on matter differentiates new materialist thinking from postmodernist as well as 
modernist frames: as Bolt puts it, “exponents of the new materialism argue that where social 
constructivist theories thrive, matter becomes mute” (Bolt 2013, p.3). The vitality and agency of 
matter is discussed below. 
 
The recent speculative realist revival has largely been based in the thinking of two French 
philosophers, Alain Badiou, who “dismisses the politics of difference, asserts the primacy of 
mathematics, and offers a possibility of universal truth”, and Francois Laruelle, who developed 
a “philosophy of radical immanence” (Cox, Jaskey and Malik 2015, p.18). Another influence is 
Alfred North Whitehead. Shaviro sees Whitehead’s early 20th century speculative metaphysics, 
which states that the world is composed of processes, not things–an entity’s “being” is 
constituted by its “becoming” (Shaviro 2014, p.2)–as a precursor to the various contemporary 
forms of realism. The new metaphysics (Harman 2011b, p.22) is strongly rooted in matter, in 
contrast to the focus on language and text. Deleuze, whose work is an important precursor to 
recent materialisms and realisms, considered himself a “pure metaphysician” despite his roots in 
post-structuralism, and disparaged the linguistic turn (Cox, Jaskey and Malik 2015, p.19). 
 
Jane Bennett suggests that Deleuze’s emphasis on the idea of “expressive matter-movement” 
that “enters assemblages and leaves them” (Bennett 2015, pp.225-226) underlies thinking about 
matter in the new materialisms, but also divides materialist thinking into two strands: the object-
oriented ontology of Harman, Morton and Ian Bogost, who emphasise the “withdrawal” of 
objects, their “uncanniness” (referring to Heidegger), in opposition to what Bennett terms the 
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various “vital materialisms” now emerging (Bennett 2015, p.225). Bryant, Srnicek and Harman 
note as an example the manner in which Harman’s “withdrawn” objects and non-relational 
conception of the reality of things contrast with Hamilton Grant’s concept of “electrical and 
geological facts” being “permeated by deeper metaphysical vibrations”, a “turbulent dynamism” 
deriving from a “dynamic” conception of the material, in which “the object is composed of its 
powers” (Bryant, Srnicek and Harman 2011, pp.27-28). The differences between Harman and 
Hamilton Grant seem to encapsulate the divisions within the field over the nature of matter. 
However, Bennett argues persuasively that perhaps there is no need to choose between objects 
and their relations; rather, it is possible to aim for a theory that recognises both individuations 
and the complex assemblages in which they participate: a theory that “toggles between both 
kinds or magnitudes of ‘unit’” (Bennett 2015, p.228). Bennett suggests that “it makes sense to 
try to do justice both to systems and things–to acknowledge the stubborn reality of individuation 
and the essentially distributive character of their affectivity” (2015, p.229). In any case, within 
the broad field of the speculative realisms and materialisms, there is agreement that the 
Cartesian (and modernist) model of matter as inert stuff awaiting enlivenment by agential 
beings is inadequate, and there is a strong commitment (despite differences in conceptualising 
matter) to matter and the “real” as being of fundamental importance.  
 
Bennett summarises the importance of matter and objects (or things) to the contemporary 
materialist thinkers, emphasising the relevance of vitality, assemblages, relations, and networks, 
as follows: 
 
I find myself living in a world populated by materially diverse, lively bodies. In this 
materialism, things–what is special about them given their sensuous specificity, their 
particular material configuration, and their distinctive, idiosyncratic history–matter a lot. 
But so do the eccentric assemblages that they form. Earthy bodies, of various but always 
finite durations, affect and are affected by one another. And they form noisy systems or 
temporary working assemblages that are, as much as any individuated thing, loci of 
effectivity and allure. They give rise to new configurations, individuations, patterns of 
affection. Networks of things display differential degrees of creativity, for good or ill 
from the human point of view. (Bennett 2015, p.233) 
 
Bennett embeds humanity in a world indifferent to it, suggesting a liveliness, interactivity and 
creativity that will proceed regardless of the needs or wants of the human. In her insistence on a 
world populated “by lively and essentially interactive materials, by bodies human and 
nonhuman” (Bennett 2015, p.224), rather than by the active subject and passive object of the 
Cartesian model, Bennett finds that “contemporary materialisms … affirm a vitality or creative 
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power of bodies and forces at all ranges or scales”, and “[all] cut across the hubris of human 
exceptionalism” (Bennett 2015, p.232). This determined denial of the centrality of the human 
increasingly permeates contemporary art dealing with nature, which frequently reveals the 
strangeness of matter and process, its independence from and indifference to humanity, and our 
embeddedness and dependence within and upon it. In this sense, contemporary art dealing with 
nature is moving beyond the uncanny, and well beyond the traditional frameworks of 
romanticism or the picturesque, to consider instead a networked world, within which the human 
is as vulnerable and as subject to indifferent process as any other thing, living or nonliving. Yet 
elements of the metaphysical and speculation remain. 
 
Bennett’s “vital materiality” defines “vitality” as “the capacity of things–edibles, commodities, 
storms, metals–not only to impede or block the will and designs of humans, but also to act as 
quasi agents or forces with trajectories, propensities, or tendencies of their own” (Bennett 2010, 
p. viii), concluding that vitality must be attributed to all non-human bodies, forces and forms. 
This argument has an ethical and political dimension, in that “encounters with lively matter can 
chasten [our] fantasies of human mastery, highlight the common materiality of all that is, expose 
a wider distribution of agency, and reshape the self and its interests” (Bennett 2010a, p.122).  
 
In reaching this point, Bennett traces the vitalities of matter itself–materials such as metals and 
other minerals–noting amongst many other examples the impact of the mineralisation of bones 
in evolutionary history in enabling new forms of movement among animals, and hence the 
occupation of new habitats by emerging life forms. She argues that “in the long and slow time 
of evolution then, mineral material appears as the mover and shaker, the active power, and the 
human beings, with their much-lauded capacity for self-directed action, appear as its product” 
(Bennett 2010a, pp.10-11). Bennett puts forward many examples of the agency of non-humans, 
noting the disproportionately great impact of the “small agency” of worms (2010a, pp.94-101) 
from Charles Darwin’s (1881) study of their role in transforming soil into a base to sustain 
human culture (and thus influence human history), and Latour’s account of the role of worms in 
facilitating the advance of rainforest into the Amazonian savannah (Bennett 2010a, pp.94-101). 
She echoes theorist Donna Haraway in discussing the constitution of the human body as an 
assemblage of actants, and points out Latour’s and Guattari’s interlacing of politics, ecologies 
and subjectivity, noting Guattari’s call to think “transversally”, “to think ‘the three in one’, to 
fix our mind’s eye on the interlacing of the mechanosphere, the social sphere, and the 
inwardness of subjectivity” (Bennett 2010, p.114). 
 
“What difference does this interjection of formerly ignored bodies make?” asks Bennett 
(Bennett 2010a, p.105). Her answer to this question, derived from Jacques Rancière, is that “it 
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modifies the ‘partition of the perceptible’, or the ‘regime of the visible’, and this changes 
everything” (2010a, p.105). I can identify echoes of the concepts of the liminal space (“the 
partition of the perceptible”), the indeterminate (modifying “the regime of the visible”), and the 
concept of wonder (“this changes everything”) in this statement. It resonates with Gerhard 
Richter’s technique of eliminating and withholding information, Tiller’s layering of fragments 
and whispers, and the emphasis in many of the contemporary works in this study on the 
significance and qualities of the matter of which they are made. It also echoes Stengers’ plea to 
accept the act of “wondering”; this too “modifies the partition of the perceptible” or the “regime 
of the visible”, it enables “seeing the egg” as Stengers asks (Stengers 2011, p.373), citing the 
French Enlightenment philosopher Diderot. Bennett argues that “everything is, in a sense, 
alive”, a liveliness “not capped by an ultimate purpose, or grasped and managed through a few 
simple, and timeless (Kantian) categories”, but akin to Baruch Spinoza’s “natura naturans”, 
which she describes as “the uncaused causality that ceaselessly generates new forms” (Bennett 
2010, p.117). William Connolly, elaborating Deleuze and Guattari’s philosophy of becoming 
based in immanence, also acknowledges this “uncaused causality … generat[ing] new forms”, 
suggesting that there are “uncertain exchanges between stabilized formations and mobile forces 
that subsist within and below them” (Connolly 2010, p.179). Connolly suggests that Deleuze 
and Guattari’s model of “relations of movement and rest, speed and slowness between unformed 
elements” does not mean that everything is always in flux, but rather that:  
 
though any species, thing, system or civilization may last for a long time, nothing lasts 
forever. Each force field (set in the chrono-time appropriate to it), oscillates between 
periods of relative arrest and periods of heightened imbalance and change … [noting 
that] … the universe does not consist of long cycles of repetition, exhibit linear 
causality, or have an intrinsic purpose in being, but … [quoting Nobel laureate chemist 
Ilya Prigogine] … our universe is far from equilibrium, nonlinear and full of irreversible 
processes. (Connolly 2010, p.179) 
 
This change in perspective towards matter and the real that is embedded in the material turn 
constitutes a paradigm shift in the way we might understand the relationship between humanity 
and the natural world. Connolly’s description parallels the principle of “dynamic equilibrium” 
long used to describe the precarious balance of ecological systems and the new materialist 
principle of contingency. Bennett suggests (referring to Deleuze and Guattari) that “an active 
becoming, a creative not-quite-human force capable of producing the new, buzzes within the 
history of the term nature”, within which a “vital materiality congeals onto bodies, bodies that 
seek to persevere or prolong their run” (Bennett 2010a, p.118). And she links Spinoza’s theory 
of bodies and their affective encounters with ecological thinking in a contemporary context 
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(Bennett 2010a, p.118), ensuring that her thinking is relevant to contemporary moves in art 
dealing with nature. 
 
Political theorists Diana Coole and Samantha Frost, interpreting Bennett, emphasise the creative 
and productive capacities of matter, finding that new materialists affirm “a new ontology, a 
project that is … consistent with the productive, inventive capacities they ascribe to materiality 
itself” (Coole and Frost 2010, p.8). They go on to say: “the prevailing ethos of new materialist 
ontology … sees its task as creating new concepts and images of nature that affirm matter’s 
immanent vitality” (2010, p.8), suggesting that the new materialisms espouse emergent and 
generative material being: 
 
[M]ateriality is always something “more” than “mere” matter: an excess, force, vitality, 
relationality, or difference that renders matter active, self-creative, productive, 
unpredictable … new materialists are rediscovering a materiality that materializes, 
evincing immanent modes of self-transformation ... [that force us] to recognize that 
phenomena are caught in a multitude of interlocking systems and forces, and to consider 
anew the location and nature of capacities for agency. (Coole and Frost 2010, p.9) 
 
Coole and Frost suggest that new materialists are attracted to forms of vitalism that “discern 
emergent, generative powers (or agentic capacities) even within inorganic matter, and they 
generally eschew the distinction between organic and inorganic, or animate and inanimate, at 
the ontological level” (Coole and Frost 2010, p.9). Bennett considers that the culture of the 
modern West is governed by a form of “disenchantment” which “figures nonhuman nature as 
more or less inert ‘matter’ … construes the modern West as a radical break from other cultures; 
and … depicts the modern self as predisposed towards rationalism, skepticism, and the problem 
of meaninglessness” (Bennett 2001, p.7). She therefore argues for the importance of 
“enchantment” as a concept enabling a changed attitude to matter and “the extraordinary that 
lives amongst the familiar and the everyday” (Bennett 2001, p.4). 
 
Describing enchantment as “a momentary immobilising encounter; a moment of pure presence”, 
Bennett insists, in opposition to the modern Western view of “disenchantment”, that “even 
secular life … provokes moments of joy, and that joy can propel ethics” (Bennett 2001, p. 4). 
Bennett’s point links to Massumi’s assertion that affect has replaced ideology as the driving 
force of the political (Massumi 1996, p.235). Affect, enchantment–these are both expressions of 
intensity, and it is sensations of intensity that are seen to fuel motivation and transformation, 




Ideas of intensity and excess are central in the work of Elizabeth Grosz, who links ideas of the 
productivity and generativity of matter to the production of excess, extending this thinking to 
link excess to the arts and sexuality (Grosz 2008). Here Grosz opens new ways of understanding 
frameworks such as Darwinian evolution, recognising the central role of chaos and thereby 
decentering the human. Instead, attention is focused on the productive functions of vital matter 
and its links to art and culture. The division of nature from culture is dispensed with and the 
critical role of artistic production in biological systems is recognised. 
 
Grosz recognises the capacity of art, along with philosophy, both of which she sees as rooted in 
chaos, to “ride the waves of a vibratory universe without direction or purpose, in short … to 
enlarge the universe by enabling its potential to be otherwise, to be framed through concepts and 
affects” (Grosz 2008, p.24). Perhaps counter-intuitively, at least to those of us schooled within a 
modernist, Cartesian form of thought, an intense focus on matter and the investigations of 
experimental science leads, through liminal spaces, to an appreciation of the “vibratory 
universe”, “materiality that materialises”, and the wondrous. 
 
An investigation of matter, its liveliness and generativity, is thus one of the areas of 
contemporary art that is opened up for investigation through the work of the new materialist 
philosophies. The new materialists (although not the object-oriented ontologists) visualise 
matter as relational, taking an active role in affecting other matter, objects, or processes. The 
idea that matter is “co-generative”, and of itself agential and vital, as argued by Bennett, 
recognises the excess, vitality, and relationality of matter. In artworks influenced by this form of 
thinking, the renewed emphasis on the materiality of the works allows for, in an echo of the idea 
of networks, both the immanent and the intrinsic attributes of the specific material, and the co-
generativity of material and idea engendered by it. Coole discusses the co-generativity of matter 
and idea in contemporary works influenced by the new materialisms, suggesting that these 
strands of thought invite us to engage with materialisation in a manner that recognises the 
qualities necessary for our survival, but also the threat posed by the strength of our desire (Cox, 
Jaskey and Malik 2015, p.42). Works such as the Yonetani’s works The Last Supper (2014) 
(Figure 34), and Crystal Palace: the Great Works of Art of all Nuclear Nations (2013) (Figure 
15), illustrate this mechanism perfectly. 
 
There is also a speculative element in the contemporary approach. Bryant, Srnicek and Harman 
(2011) emphasise the combination of the real with the speculative, noting that new materialism 
“recuperates the pre-critical sense of ‘speculation’ as a concern with the ‘absolute’ ... a 
speculative wager on the possible returns from a renewed attention to reality itself” (p.3). By 
placing a concern for criticality together with a concern for speculation and realism, a new kind 
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of worldview emerges which positions humankind in a significantly less dominant position than 
was understood within modernism or postmodernism and opens the artistic field to nature as a 
major focus, to investigation of the material in a new way, and to metaphysical rather than 
purely social speculation.  
 
Ecocriticism, romanticism, and the new realisms 
 
The growing remove from associations with romanticism, and the focus on the real or material, 
have enabled artists such as those discussed in this chapter to approach the natural world from a 
renewed perspective, in a manner which addresses contemporary problems. Imagery which 
could be read as romantic due to its close visual resemblance to this form is increasingly also 
able to be read through another lens. The works of Icelandic artist Rúrí (Figure 41) and 
Subhankar Bannerjee (Figure 35) provide examples of imagery that, while arguably visually 
romantic, takes on highly contemporary and political overtones when considered in the light of 
new materialist thought and concerns. However, while the theological, anthropocentric, and 
transcendent certainties of romanticism may not be discerned in works such as these, a sense of 
wonder remains, situated in speculation and uncertainty. The liminal visual framing of these 
images is recognised and valued within the new realist and materialist emphasis on 
“strangeness” or speculation.  
 
Critic Ben Tufnell ties the rise in art dealing with the natural world directly to environmental 
awareness: 
 
The development of environmental awareness since the 1960s has stimulated an 
extraordinary range of work that registers what is widely perceived as a developing 
ecological crisis, that proposes solutions to specific problems, or that aims to raise 
awareness and politicise thinking about man’s [sic] relationship with the landscape. 
(Tufnell 2006, p.94) 
 
Agreement that there is a shift towards ecological perspectives is widespread amongst critics 
and academics. Lawrence Buell, ecocritical theorist, suggests in the foreword to A Keener 
Perception: Ecocritical Studies in American Art History (Braddock and Irmscher, 2009) that, 
within a context of growing interest in ecological thinking in the arts, the visual arts have 
become concerned with ecological thinking, following the groundswell in this area of interest in 
literary ecocriticism. Still earlier, writer and critic John Grande, in a series of interviews with 
environmental artists, refers to “today’s resurgence of earth-based arts initiatives” (Grande 
2004, p.xviii); and similarly Sian Ede, author of Art and Science (2005), makes the point that 
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the theoretical discourse underpinning the arts and humanities is swinging away from the 
“cultural and linguistic relativism that has for almost a century predominated” (Ede 2005, p.4). 
The new materialist/realist movements push the postmodern critique of Western epistemology 
further than postmodernism through their consideration of ecologies of practice. Thus, while 
these lines of thought have emerged as the philosophical justification of the new naturalism, 
they reject several underlying tenets of the earlier movement of ecocriticism. Tracing legacies of 
romanticism in current environmental movements, Morton argues that ecocriticism forms a kind 
of romanticism, equating it, at least partially, with “holism”, which he considers not only “a 
major ecological ideology” (as in Arne Naess’ “Deep Ecology”), but also a “romantic idea” 
(Morton 2007, p.101).  
 
Morton also sets out an argument that ecocriticism is complicit with capitalism, forming a kind 
of spiritual or romantic consumerism (Morton 2007, p.113), distancing “the environment” and 
perpetuating an idea that it is separate from ourselves, “an Other ‘over there’, a victim” (2007, 
p.188). He urges instead, through the figure of “Dark Ecology”, a new organicism, a more 
material and ecological view, which desacralises nature, and is “deep green”: 
 
To contemplate deep green ideas deeply is to let go of the idea of Nature, the one thing 
that maintains an aesthetic distance between us and them, us and it, us and “over there” 
… In a truly deep green world, the idea of Nature will have disappeared in a puff of 
smoke, as nonhuman beings swim into view. (Morton 2007, p.204) 
 
In constructing nature as “ecological”, Morton replaces the view of nature as a construction of 
humankind though a cultural lens with a view based in the natural sciences. Timothy Clark 
emphasises that Morton’s rejection of nature is not a claim that nature is only a social construct. 
Instead, he says, “it is an affirmation of something wild, contingent yet also often 
disconcertingly mechanistic that constitutes us … it is not finally a matter of thinking 
ecologically ‘without nature’, but only ‘without “nature”’ as a touchstone of intellectual 
certainty and moral purity or guidance” (Clark 2011, p.70). Clark identifies a revolution in 
perception of value that has accompanied the material turn, where “nature” and “natural” are no 
longer considered entities of transcendent value, or, as he puts it “modes of secular redemption” 
(Clark 2011, p.13). There is a clear separation between the romantic mode of thought about 
nature and a contemporary perspective that recognises contingency, where nature is viewed as a 
“more genuinely ecological insight" (Clark 2011, p.70). Like Morton, Clark asserts that the 
perception of nature “in the romantic sense, as the seeming other of ‘culture’ and a norm of 
psychic health and moral guidance” (Clark 2011, p.71) is problematic, inhibiting the capacity to 




I have already critiqued the romantic ideology of nature, using Cronon’s examination of the 
concept of wilderness as a key example. But Cronon stresses: “Wilderness gets us into trouble 
only if we imagine that this experience of wonder and otherness is limited to the remote corners 
of the planet, or that it somehow depends on pristine landscapes we ourselves do not inhabit” 
(Cronon 1995, p.18). He concludes that we need to “abandon the dualism that sees the tree in 
the garden as artificial–completely fallen and unnatural–and the tree in the wilderness as 
natural–completely pristine and wild” and instead that we need to begin “seeing the otherness in 
that which is most familiar” (Cronon 1995, pp.18-19), an understanding deeply embedded in the 
new speculative forms of thought.   
 
The understanding of otherness as inextricably tied up with ourselves is powerfully illustrated in 
Donna Haraway’s reflections on the non-human (specifically the tiny proportion of the human 
body that actually carries human genetic material) in When Species Meet (2003), a study that 
Stengers regards as “radically materialist” (Stengers 2011, p.371). Haraway makes the point that 
“co-constitution, finitude, impuricity, historicity, and complexity are what is” (Haraway 2003, 
p.7), These ideas are recognised by the new materialisms, particularly through fundamentals of 
this thinking such as immanence, contingency, a more ecological perspective, and aspects such 
as co-constitution, thought in terms such as co-generativity or the idea of relational matter. 
 
I argue that the return to speculation within the new materialisms has been particularly 
significant to contemporary art dealing with nature. Shaviro notes that the new materialists and 
speculative realists are “united by a common commitment … to metaphysical speculation and to 
a robust ontological realism” (Shaviro 2014, p.5), suggesting that these forms of thought all 
“seek to restore the dignity of metaphysical investigation and invention after a century in which 
any sort of ‘metaphysics’ was almost phobically rejected” (2014, p.5). The return to ontological 
and metaphysical thinking–with its focus on repositioning the cultural divisions of 
anthropocentrism and attending to both the material and the immanent–are aspects of thought 
which open up possibilities for artistic explorations of areas that, from a critical perspective, 
were largely elided through the discourses of postmodernity. 
 
Speculation and wonder 
 
Stengers’ idea of wonder is a powerful evocation of the mechanism of speculative thought.  
Wonder, Stengers argues, “is not a general attitude in front of a wonderful world. What is 
general–the idealist attitude–is the explaining away of what would complicate our judgements, 
or worse, what we see as dangerous, encouraging irrationality” (Stengers 2011, p.374). Stengers 
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here encapsulates a new openness to speculation, a commitment to exploring the liminal spaces 
within which wonder is situated: the uncertain, uncategorised spaces within which “idealist 
judgements about what would ultimately matter, and what would not” (2011, p.371) cannot 
apply. 
 
Stengers draws on Deleuze and Guattari’s schema of “network”, and “becoming”. The concepts 
of “wonder” and indeterminacy embodied in ideas like “becoming”, “plane of immanence”, 
“line of flight”, and recognition of the fundamental nature of contingency, make materialist and 
speculative thought subversive. The hierarchies and frameworks that have governed Western 
thought since the Enlightenment and morally enabled Western modernity’s exploitation of the 
earth are broken by this thinking, to be replaced by uncertainty, and a sense of urgency. Deleuze 
and Guattari perhaps opened the door again to the metaphysical, uncertainty, and wonder, 
generating a contemporary groundswell of art dealing with nature in a new way. There is now 
critical scope to investigate concepts such as the vitality and agency of matter, entanglement, 
and the autonomous power and disinterestedness of non-human processes and things. These are 
spaces that are uncertain, indeterminate, sometimes threatening, and such affects are frequently 
expressed in the artworks I consider.  
 
Graham Harman makes a plea for avoidance of what he identifies as the two greatest threats to 
philosophy: narrowness and familiarity. In line with Stengers’ support for the concept of 
wonder, Harman sees narrowness as the condition applying “whenever too much of reality is 
excluded from a philosophy in order to restrict the scope of the world to what can be mastered 
with established intellectual methods”. And “familiarity is found always and everywhere, and is 
the hereditary enemy of the strangeness from which all philosophy is born” (Harman 2018, 
p.168). Harman’s emphasis on strangeness aptly describes a common thread in contemporary 
environmental art: “strangeness” is seated in the metaphysical and speculative, often combined 
with uncertainty, fear and an element of mourning or the elegaic. More broadly, in my view, 
Harman, in arguing for philosophical investigation beyond “the scope of the world [limited to] 
what can be mastered with established intellectual methods”, focuses on the fertility of the 
spaces arising between and beyond established areas of thought, the liminal spaces for which 
this thesis also argues, and which contemporary environmental art freely explores.  
 
Artists are increasingly expressing both this scope and this uncertainty. Nature as content for 
artworks has in a broad sense been seen for several decades now as properly subject to analysis 
and activism rather than wonder; however, this is changing. The works I discuss in this chapter 
deal with nature a little differently, beginning to reflect a speculative realm that sets aside the 
nature/culture divide, anthropocentrism, and the conventions of romanticism, but still allows for 
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a measure of the metaphysical. However, this is not to say that these works are not politically 
effective. Perspectives such as those of speculative realism and various forms of new 
materialism emphatically meld nature and culture into a single, entangled system, making a 
commitment to the real “that is in no way dependent on being represented by the subject or 
culture to exist as it does” (Bryant 2011, p.15). The concept of entanglement can be discerned in 
recent works which approach nature in a new way, reflecting ideas of immanence, contingency 
and an investigation of the nature and agency of matter, and emphasising both a strengthened 
ecological awareness and an openness to speculation.  
 
Contemporary art and nature: the liminal space, and material and political 
thinking  
 
Since the 1960s artists engaging with the natural world in their practice have sought to escape 
the anthropocentric legacy of romanticism and modernism, and the development of 
contemporary realist philosophies resonates with this need. The speculative turn draws on the 
inherent liminality of “speculation”, defined as “a form of theorising that goes beyond verifiable 
observation”, a philosophical approach which “aspires to a comprehensive understanding and 
explanation of the structural interrelations of the culture spheres of morality, science, art, and 
religion”, and which “tends to place a premium on universality, totality and unity” (Schrag in 
Audi 1999, pp.868-869). It can be argued that the speculative approach was negatively regarded 
under postmodernism, not least because it “tends to place a premium on universality, totality, 
and unity”, and also “tends to marginalise the concrete particularities of the natural and social 
world” (1999, p.869). The speculative opens thinking and art to new areas–uncertain, liminal 
areas–and has had an influence on approaches to art dealing with nature, providing a framework 
within which to consider the peripheral, sensed yet uncertain: areas that lie at the edges of 
knowledge or understanding. 
  
Art practices which engage with nature have undergone a significant resurgence in the last 
twenty years, partly in dialogue with these new philosophies. The prominence of this kind of 
practice has not been equalled since the 1970s, when the American land art movement 
dominated major critical texts and exhibitions. In the 1980s the linguistic, social and 
deconstructivist concerns associated with postmodernism questioned the epistemology of the 
natural sciences and challenged ideas of the romantic, universal and normative that were 
associated with concepts of nature and landscape art. In parallel, artists focused on issues of 
epistemology, ideology and politics, including in work relating to the natural world; practices 
that did not overtly meet these criteria tended, in a critical sense, to be less valued. Nonetheless, 
artists such as Tillers and Richter persisted with them, albeit as a relatively minor strand in their 
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work. The recent return of nature as an explicit subject of art and philosophy in a variety of 
forms, including speculative, indeterminate forms which do not overtly reflect an activist or 
social perspective, has in part been a reaction against certain elements of postmodernism, as 
well as a reaction to the visible signs of potentially catastrophic human-induced change to the 
planet and global climate in the Anthropocene. The new realist, materialist and speculative 
philosophies have supported this groundswell, providing a critical language and framework 
through which to view the work. 
 
Previously envisioned as something “out there”, infinitely forgiving, and properly subject to 
human dominance, the natural world is increasingly recognised as intimately entangled with 
humanity, agential, with limits to its resilience, and properly deserving of respect in and of 
itself. I discern, accompanying this recognition, a significant shift in focus in artworks dealing 
with the natural world away from an assumption of power, control, superiority or, at the least, 
separation, that is legible in an attitude of distance, separation, or contemplation–the attitude 
critiqued by Karen Knorr’s work Pleasures of the Imagination: Connoisseur (2014) (Figure 14). 
Something of these attitudes remained in the classic land art works I have discussed. However, 
the focus has now shifted to a sense of embeddedness or entanglement within the natural world 
in a situation of significant uncertainty: in other words, towards a focus on our contingent 
relationship with the natural world, rather than our experience of it, or control of its use and 
creation. Works such as the Yonetanis’ Crystal Palace: The Great Exhibition of the Works of 
Industry of All Nuclear Nations (2013) (Figure 15), David Buckland’s series Ice Text (2005 and 
continuing) (Figure 38), or Hehe’s haunting Champs D’Ozone, 2007 (Figure 37), for example, 
exemplify this focus. All of these works make the everyday (perhaps not so very everyday in the 
case of Ice Text, but nonetheless real) strange. They generate atmospheres of uncertainty or 
unease. The acknowledgement of uncertainty, interrelatedness, and indeterminacy places us, as 
viewers, in an undeniably liminal situation, where interdependencies dominate, directions are 
multiple, and a state of flux or potential transformation is ever present. Such concepts are 
fundamentally liminal and have had a significant influence on contemporary art practices which 
address nature and the natural world. 
 
These philosophical developments have been taken up across the broad field of cultural studies, 
which has given the return to nature in the arts greater traction with critics and viewers, and 
greater social and political impact. Reviewing world art trends in 2011, Smith identifies three 
major contemporary currents (Smith T. 2011, pp.10-13): Contemporary Art (styles and 
practices), broadly based in the methods of postmodernism and concerning an aesthetic of 
globalising capital at the turn of the millennium; The Postcolonial Turn, dealing with the social 
justice issues of a declining imperialism: and Arts of Contemporaneity (concerns and 
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strategies). As drivers of the third category, Contemporaneity, Smith identifies global power 
shifts and a feeling on the part of artists that the term “‘Postmodern’ is outdated, no longer 
adequate to describe conditions that they feel have changed fundamentally” (2011, p.11). Smith 
cites a perception by artists that the “institutions that drove Modernity” seem to be incapable of 
dealing with the unanticipated outcome of their efforts: in the massive and cascading 
“disruptions to natural ecosystems that now seem to threaten the survival of the Earth itself” 
(2011, p.13), suggesting that this awareness “has increased consciousness of our inescapably 
shared, mutually dependent existence on this fragile planet” (2011, p.13). Smith’s analysis 
places the natural world front and centre amongst issues now concerning contemporary artists.  
 
Themes of these art practices range widely, with many works addressing aspects of nature in 
tandem with global socio-political and environmental issues such as climate change, plastics 
accumulation, nuclear safety, environmental degradation, pollution, resource exploitation, 
population impacts, social justice, and questions of human and non-human value. There is also 
frequently an atmosphere of mourning, and ethical and philosophical issues such as complexity, 
contingency, entanglement, the vitality and agency of matter, a denial of anthropocentrism, and 
an ecological and social justice perspective, are frequently included in artists’ practices.  
 
In many works, there is a renewed emphasis on materiality, in the sense that the material from 
which the work is constructed, or which it depicts, often forms a powerful vein of meaning and 
affect. Diana Coole discusses this co-generativity of matter and idea in contemporary works 
influenced by the new materialisms: “when it invites greater attention to the way matter matters, 
new materialism is acknowledging that matter materialises itself through and with embodied 
humans because they are irredeemably part of, not apart from, this material world” (Coole 2015, 
p.42). This perspective clearly not only acknowledges the relational nature of matter, but also 
entangles the human with the material. Recognition of such entanglement is another 
characteristic of artworks influenced by the new realisms and materialisms. Philosophers and 
cultural theorists Rick Dolphijn and Iris van der Tuin (2012, p. 91) also find that new materialist 
thinking in art entangles the dimensions of materiality and expression and, in doing so, differs 
significantly from most post-Kantian studies of art, which tended to separate these dimensions. 
Coole reflects on the manner in which some forms of contemporary art endeavour to remain 
open to emergent materialities and their qualities: entering into a “reciprocal, irreducible process 
of becoming” (Coole 2015, p.42). Several of the works that I discuss in this chapter exhibit such 
a relationship of becoming: The Last Supper (2014), and Crystal Palace: the Great Works of Art 
of all Nuclear Nations (2013); Eliasson’s Green River (1998 and continuing); and Erica 
Blumenfeld’s The Polar Project, Antarctica (2009) in particular. Most of the works under 
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Figure 35. Subhankar Bannerjee, Caribou Migration I, 2002, from the Oil and the Caribou series, Photographic print, 
86 X 68 ins. 
 
Indian born American photographer Subhankar Banerjee’s series Arctic National Wildlife 
Refuge: Seasons of Life and Land (2003), exemplifies concerns with both environmental issues 
and concepts such as entanglement of the human with the material. The series of photographs of 
the Arctic landscape and its inhabitants, human and non-human, originated in the artist’s 
imaginings of the Arctic landscape as a remote and sacred space that might act, in keeping with 
the thinking of Yi-Fu Tuan, as a refuge from the issues of modernity, with overtones of the 
sublime. Bannerjee moved into photography from an engineering and sciences background and, 
perhaps as a result of his ecological knowledge and awareness, the work developed as a 
documentation of the close and damaging entanglements of this “remote” place with 
contemporary social and commercial actions in other parts of the world, in particular oil 
extraction. Through documenting the impacts of the contemporary Western way of life in this 
distant part of the world, Bannerjee has also become a passionate advocate for the Indigenous 
peoples of this region, including the Even and Yukaghir peoples of the Sakha Republic of 
Siberia (Bannerjee n.d.). Through such works, Bannerjee has become a leading voice in political 
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recognition of issues such as Arctic conservation, Indigenous human rights, resource wars and 
climate change (Bannerjee, n.d.). The political and ecological content in the images and their 
use in activist campaigning define the contemporary nature of the work, despite a visual 
resemblance (and an original idea and motivation) which could certainly be considered 
romantic. The work is contemporary in its values and the area of its investigation, moving 
beyond the romantic paradigm of the sublime and transcendent to include contemporary social 
and ecological concerns.  
 
The many environmentally focussed works of Japanese and Australian collaborative artists Ken 
and Julia Yonetani provide further instances of contemporary art dealing with nature in a 
manner that departs from traditional and romantic paradigms. The Last Supper (2014) is a four-
metre table laden with a banquet of exotic foods, cast from over one tonne of salt originating 
from the Murray River along the NSW-Victoria border. The work resembles a classical 
sculpture cast in marble in the glistening whiteness of the salt from which it is cast. It follows an 
earlier work titled Still Life; The Food Bowl (2011), which resulted from a residency in 
association with the Murray-Darling Freshwater Research Centre. The earlier work references 
the still life tradition, with its themes of vanity, consumption, luxury and mortality which 
emerged in Europe contemporaneous with the rise of modern agriculture and the wealth it 
generated. 
 
The specific use of the groundwater salt of the region, which is at the root of the environmental 
problem of the area, heightens the meaning and impact of this work. In the Murray-Darling 
Basin, over-irrigation has caused water tables to rise, bringing salt with them, leading to 
widespread salinisation and destroying the capacity of affected land to support traditional food 
production. The medium of salt in this work reflects its historical function as a sacred substance 
that maintains life by enabling food preservation, but which has also induced the death of 
ecosystems and the fall of civilisations. Salt as the material also alludes to issues of 
environmental decline, climate change, and food security that face us on a global scale today 
(Yonetani 2014). The Last Supper extends this reference to the dual power of salt to the Biblical 
event of the Last Supper, expanding the metaphor of Christ dining with his disciples for the last 
time to the contemporary position of global food crisis resulting from exploitative use of the 
resources of the Earth, in this case the specific example of the destruction of the Murray-Darling 
Basin.  
 
The Yonetanis’ 2013 work Crystal Palace: The Great Works of Art of All Nuclear Nations, 
(illustrated at Figure 15), made in the wake of the Fukushima nuclear disaster, reflects not only 
a political critique, but also a sense of wonder, awe and fear, coming very close to traditional 
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notions of the sublime. In the thirty-one glowing chandeliers of this work, which fluoresce 
under UV light because they contain minute amounts of uranium, lie, for the viewer, both a 
positive response to their beauty and a fear of their composition–the potentially malignant 
energy which is a part of the matter of which they are made. In addition, in their reflections of 
luxury and excess, the chandeliers express a critique of modernity’s hubris, and the cult of 
growth and consumption that powers the Western economic paradigm. And the work is 
beautiful, employing the positive power of beauty and wonder to expose the viewer: to create a 




Figure 36. Nele Azevido, Minimum Monument, 2005-present, Multiple ice sculptures, each 20 cm high, interactive 
city plaza installation, Brazil, Berlin, other European cities.  
 
Brazilian artist Nele Azevido’s Minimum Monument (2005-present), is another example of a 
work that exploits the qualities of the material of which it is made to generate, through material 
qualities and the processes with which they are engaged, a production of meaning in the 
interaction of viewer and work. It exemplifies Coole’s concept of creating a “reciprocal, 
irreducible process of becoming” (Coole 2015, p.42) which recognises the “complexity, 
contingency and generativity of matter” (Coole 2015, p.42). In this interactive public art work 
which has been staged in many cities around the world, passers-by are encouraged to place 
hundreds of small ice sculptures of human figures about twenty centimetres high in a public 
place, only to watch them melt away. The work is ephemeral, the action taking only a few 
minutes, as participants place the small sculptures, often recording the outcome on cameras and 
phones (Azevido n.d.). Minimum Monument began as a critical reading of the traditional public 
monument–large, solid, permanent, as opposed to small, ordinary, ephemeral–but has been 
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installed both as a monument to specific historical events (the commemoration of Worl War I, 
the sinking of the Titanic), and to signify the threat of global warming: a span of contexts with 
which the artist seems content (Azevido n.d.). The ephemeral nature of the work and its 
constitution of ice is important, particularly for an environmentally focussed reading. It 
suggests, apart from the direct reference of melting ice, which parallels the impact of global 
warming, the disappearance of humankind from a warming Earth. The element of public 
participation is also important, emphasising the involvement of every individual person in the 
growing ecological crisis. 
 
Further examples of artworks which engage materialism and the liminal to explore issues of 
human entanglement with the non-human include HeHe’s Champs D’Ozone (2007), the Ice Text 
(2009) photographic series by David Buckland, and Olafur Eliasson’s Green River . The last 
two examples are interventions in the environment, in a manner using minimal technology and 
with some echoes of land art, but HeHe’s work utilises virtual data simulation, using 
contemporary technologies to highlight a contemporary issue. This work, the product of an 
artistic collaboration between artist duo Helen Evans and Heiko Hansen, involves a visual 
interpretation, in real time, of daily air quality data as a coloured, computer-generated cloud 
hanging over the city of Paris, presenting a video simulation in a gallery setting of a view over 
the city with the concentrations of nitrogen dioxide, sulphur dioxide, zone and particle dust 
(streamed in quasi-real time from the Airpariff website), as a colour-coded visual “smog” 
(HeHe n.d.). Colour-coding for specific pollutants allows the viewer to interpret the actual level 
of particular pollutants from the colours of the smog. 
 
 
Figure 37. HeHe, Champs D’Ozone, 2007, Video installation with computer-generated cloud. 
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Buckland’s photographic series Ice Texts (2005-2009) documents a project in which the artist 
projected texts relating to the impacts of climate change onto glacial ice masses in the Arctic. 
Buckland, both a photographer and an activist, directs the organisation “Cape Farewell”, which 
conducts voyages taking scientists and artists into the Arctic. In this sense, Buckland’s practice 
is performative and collaborative, bringing together artists and scientists in an immersive 
venture into the regions on which he is focussed. Buckland describes his work as driven by the 
science (Buckland 2018), and his motivations are to bring about political and cultural change, 
setting his practice apart from the traditional paradigms of landscape art. Nonetheless the 
images are beautiful, although the inclusion of text, and the reality and immediacy of the 
situation in which and about which the work is made, are thoroughly contemporary. In material 
terms, these are, again, mediated images, photographs rather than the actual ice, but the power 
of the images and the directness of the relationship of the material depicted to the issue the work 
addresses is an important component of their impact. 
 
 
Figure 38. David Buckland, Ice Texts–Burning Ice, 2005-2009, Photographic image of projection onto glacial ice. 
 
I discuss Eliasson’s work in chapter 7, but I briefly include an example here. In Green River, 
since staged in many locations around the world, and depicted in Figure 39 staged in Stockholm 
in 2000, Eliasson adds a non-toxic dye used by scientists to trace ocean currents into rivers in 
urban centres and rural landscapes around the world, radically changing the appearance of the 
rivers and their surroundings as the dye colours the rivers’ flow. The work has been staged in 
Bremen, Germany, in 1998, Moss, Norway, in 1998, the Northern Fjällabak Route, Iceland, in 
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1998, Los Angeles in 1999, and Tokyo in 2001. In central Stockholm the work sparked 
significant public concern about the lurid colour of the water (Eliasson 2018). Again a 
performative work, the matter of the water, and its qualities normal and abnormal, form the 
central component of the piece. Eliasson is particularly interested in the interplay of viewer and 
work, so the public reaction to each staging is critical to its import. The distance of this work 
from traditional or romantic landscape works is evident in its recognition of the relationship 
between viewer and work, the emphasis given to the matter of the piece, and its performative 
and temporary nature, as well as its concerns. Nevertheless, many images of iterations of Green 




Figure 39. Olafur Eliasson, Green River, 1998, Stockholm, 2000, Uranine tracer dye in rivers in urban and rural 
settings. 
 
Also differentiating many of these works from the romantic tradition is the focus on matter itself 
which takes them into an overtly material realm, virtually eliminating the subjectivity that 
characterised romanticism: Eliasson’s flowing water or Blumenfeld’s ice for instance, or 
Kander’s atmospheres. Works such as these combine beauty, affect, and politics working 
synchronously, through the creation of a liminal space, to enact Deleuze’s observation: 
“Something in the world forces us to think. This something is an object not of recognition but of 
a fundamental encounter” (Deleuze 1994, p.139). The artists I have discussed above, and others, 
seek to provide just such an encounter in order to do exactly this, to “force us to think”. In this 
endeavour they are utilising materiality, its affects and agency, alongside the potential of the 
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liminal space: what Bennett refers to as an “aesthetic-affective openness to material vitality” 
(Bennett 2010a, p.x). 
 
The return of the speculative element has enabled affect and even beauty to again become 
central implements in the artistic toolbox. Israeli/South African artist Nadav Kander’s series 
Yangtze, The Long River (2009) presents excoriatingly beautiful photographs which nonetheless 
dwarf humanity amongst inexorable economic growth: the tonal beauty of his works derives 
often from polluted air, water and industrial ruin. Materiality here is the visible air, which 
should not be visible, and the altered light brought about by the pollution that air carries. Kander 
evokes anxiety and pity for the human beings depicted attempting to pursue ordinary pleasures, 
such as a picnic in “nature”, or the commonplace activity of recreational fishing, against these 
backdrops of merciless development, pollution, and environmental destruction. And there is a 
creeping sense of horror in the realisation that pleasure is actually being derived by the 
participants, despite the shocking settings within which they find themselves. It creates the 
sense of a premonition of doom, but is at the same time a celebration of life–presumably there 









Similarly, Icelandic artist Rúrí’s Endangered Waters (2003), again a series of beautiful 
photographs, documents, with echoes of the sublime, rivers and waterfalls which have in many 
cases since been sacrificed to a national drive for hydro-electric power. The images are 
displayed as an archive, in a compactus storage unit, with each image sealed between glass 
plates, suggesting a museum collection of things long past. The effect is to evoke the sublime, 
the transcendent, and the sacred, but as a memory, as a relic, as something that no longer is. 
Here the immateriality of the objects of the work, existing only as chemical traces on 
photographic plates, and protected by glass sheets in order to ensure their preservation, 
heightens the sense of distance or loss evoked by the title and by the viewer’s knowledge of 
political events and the critical economic importance of the power industry in Iceland. 
 
 
Figure 41. Rúrí, Endangered Waters, 2003, Photographic film in glass plate, archive file, sound, Venice Biennale, 
2003. 
 
Erika Blumenfeld’s The Polar Project: Antarctica documents the Antarctic in a series of 
luminously beautiful photographs with an intent to highlight the preciousness and fragility of 
these landscapes, implying a sense of threat: a sense of the vitality, non-human power, and the 





Figure 42. Erika Blumenfeld, The Polar Project–Antarctica, 2009, Photographic print, from The Polar Series. 
 
This work also visibly embodies Bennett’s idea of “an active becoming, a creative not-quite-
human force capable of producing the new” (Bennett 2010a, p.118), not in the matter with 
which it is made (photographic print), but rather in the matter which it depicts (the origin of 
Antarctic sea ice). There is a sibilance in this image, despite it having no sound, and a sense of 
the sinister or at least the strange. The work is affecting in this strangeness, raising a sense of 
anxiety, import, and potential threat, despite its silence–and this too echoes once again the quiet, 
understated nature of Richter’s images of evil or uncertainty, but here in the realm of nature 
rather than the social. 
 
The works I have discussed here engage with “environmental” issues, but they also frequently 
indicate concerns on the part of the artists with aspects of social justice, politics or economics, 
often addressing broad global issues and the rights of minority groups as well as highlighting 
aspects of nature. Such works, which may perform activist and theoretical functions, but usually 
in a non-didactic manner (Buckland’s Ice Texts may be an exception here), have been supported 
by organisations concerned with climate activism, and with global reach such as ClimeArte, 
350.org, and The World of Matter. The works frequently highlight liminal concepts such as 
unnerving uncertainty, strangeness, indeterminacy and awareness of change or transformation to 
an indeterminate state.   
 
Each of them utilises the qualities of the materials they embody for their affective and 
transformative resonance, subtly expressing contingency and entanglement. There are also 
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elements of wonder, awe, and in several, an element of transcendence (in The Last Supper, 
Crystal Palace, and Chongqing XI, for example), but this is paired with awareness of 
contemporary ecological and social justice concerns, and a changed perspective on humanity’s 
position: from a superior position in a defined hierarchical schema to an understanding of 
entanglement in a situation of uncertainty and threat. These works move beyond utilitarian, 
mechanistic, and even ethical viewpoints to express respect, and a degree of reverence and 
wonder that nonetheless stops short of spirituality, although allowing for its possibility. A return 
of speculation may be discerned in several. They are resolutely open, in the sense of “wonder” 
defined by Isabelle Stengers in 2011: these artists create liminal spaces that suspend the 
viewer’s connection to the rational and the everyday, opening new avenues of perception 
through affective response and the opening or creating of multiple lines of flight from that 
momentary hiatus.  
 
All of the works I have discussed are examples of the movement towards using beauty, 
liminality, affect, and a sense of entanglement and non-anthropocentrism to draw attention to 
the vitality or inherent “liveliness”, agency, and sometimes to the ethical rights, of the material 
world and our dependence upon it. Subjectivity has been remodelled here–replacing the sense of 
affirmation contained in the romantic sublime, these works inspire, still sometimes with 
overtones of the sublime, a sense of fear and loss, uncertainty and almost reduction; it is not 
humanity that is at the centre of these works. Atmospheres of anxiety, unease, or sadness can be 
found, sometimes with an elegiac edge. The concepts expressed differ considerably from those 
of traditional landscape works despite, at times, apparent visual resemblances. 
 
In the 20th century, painting and photography were the most common media used to focus on the 
natural world and, as a result (when applied to landscape representation), they tended to embody 
the issues of romanticism, power, the disinterested viewpoint and colonialism. Artists in these 
fields have explored many strategies to challenge the weight of this convention. Judy Annear, 
for example, sees recent photographic work dealing with the landscape as having aligned itself 
with the conceptual or political traditions of image making of the 1960s and 1970s. However, 
Annear finds that “a major difference is that tentativeness and the specificities of place, in the 
sense of a reinvention or redefinition of nationalism, even at its most subtle, has almost entirely 
vanished” (Annear 2011, p.203). 
 
Although referring specifically to photography, Annear’s reference to the 1960s and 1970s–also 
the period of land art–as the source of these political and conceptual ideas echoes Malcolm 
Andrews’ comment (discussed in chapter 4) that land art effectively changed the direction of art 
engaging with nature. While there was some tension between the movements of land art and 
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conceptual art, and not all land artists were conceptual in their approach, process and ideas-
based works such Smithson’s Partially Buried Woodshed (1970-1984), which was intended to 
demonstrate the principle of entropy, or Long’s walking sculptures, such as A Line Made By 
Walking (1967), which emphasised process over outcome, were undoubtedly conceptual in their 
approach. Conceptual ideas permeated photography at the time as well, and Annear refers to 
works such as Lynn Silverman’s series Horizons (1979). The artist documented a journey to 
Broken Hill, producing paired photographs, positioning in each pair a traditional landscape 
format (horizontal viewpoint, camera pointed out to the horizon) and a vertical format, where 
the camera is pointed directly down at the ground on which the photographer stood at that 










Figure 44. Michael Riley, Untitled, Flyblown, 1998, Pigment print, 81.7 X 107.8 cm, printed 2004, Held by AGNSW. 
 
Australian photographer Michael Riley’s series Flyblown (1998) is another series of 
photographs which deal with nature in ways that challenge the legacies of romanticism. The 
series focuses on cultural and political aspects of nature in a manner similar to many 
contemporary works. As an Indigenous artist, Riley had particular cause to challenge the 
romantic framework, with its colonial, class, and race-based overtones. Flyblown, which 
includes images of dry grass, cracked mud, a bible floating in muddy water, a dead galah, is a 
response to his connection to country and the changes he observed there stemming from 
colonisation. Working in series, Riley brings issues of the social, environmental, historical, 
colonial, and metaphysical together, entwining Indigenous and colonial spiritualities, biological 
and historical artefacts and events, beauty and destruction. There is a sense of the elegiac, 
mortality, and a defiant sadness in many of these images of Riley’s. 
 
Matter, politics, liminality and mourning 
 
As I have shown, artists are approaching the subject of nature from a perspective moving 
beyond traditional frames of romanticism, power, or even overt activism, opening liminal 
spaces relating to vitality, affect, entanglement and wonder, as well as directly exploring 
materiality, and frequently utilising new materialist, realist and speculative perspectives. Coole 
suggests that “a key feature of the new materialism is its insistence on the recalcitrance and 
vitality of matter” with its “own forces of resilience, resistance, and productivity” (Coole 2015, 
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p.41). Drawing on Bennett (2001), Coole suggests that we may need to adopt a “re-enchanted 
attitude toward vibrant matter”, and “a more ecological sensibility” (2015, p.44), and these two 
avenues have opened productive and potentially transformative liminal spaces for contemporary 
art in conceptualising the natural world. The excitement of this change is reflected in the 
burgeoning of diverse forms of contemporary work relating to the natural world and its 
criticism, and shifts many of these works into a speculative realm that does not escape the 
metaphysical domain, and often a strong dose of mourning and the political. 
 
It is in this speculative and metaphysical realm, which need not involve any element of 
transcendence, that the quality of liminality is particularly potent–and, as Bennett suggests, 
considering “Thing-Power” and its ethical implications, this quality can also be political 
(Bennett 2010a). It is notable that even when operating within a liminal, and frequently 
representational, space, conceptual and political approaches are prominent throughout 
contemporary art forms relating to the natural world, whether the medium is photography, 
painting, or installation. There is, in this new wave of work dealing with landscape and nature, a 
fusion of elements, concepts and concerns that makes a return to interpretation through the lens 
of romantic norms of landscape representation no longer appropriate. Richter’s insistence on the 
validity of nature as a subject in his testy discussion with Buchloch in 1986 was prescient, 
focusing on a contemporary, nuanced, and complex interpretation of works that were too 
frequently dismissed (and devalued) under postmodernism as simply “romantic”, with all of that 
movement’s problematic connotations. 
 
The material entities in which these new approaches are based are also broadened from the 
Cartesian-derived perception of matter as what Morton refers to as inert “stuff” awaiting the 
imposition of human (or divine) agency (Morton 2007, p.70; Connolly 2013, p.399), to include 
material process, forces and relations: matter with vitality or agency of itself. Bennett refers to 
these material processes and relations as a “strange logic of turbulence” (Bennett 2010a, p.xi), 
while Coole and Frost remind us that there is “always something ‘more’ than ‘mere’ matter” 
(Coole and Frost 2015, p.9). Iain Hamilton Grant speaks of a “transcendental materialism” 
which he ascribes to philosopher Friedrich Schelling: “the real material structures are the 
abstract differential dynamisms that generate and produce bodies, organisms and spatio-
temporal objects, but can never be reduced to them” (Brassier 2007, p.312). This perspective 
differs radically from Kant's “reduction of materiality to somatic or corporeal reality” (Brassier 
2007, p.312), and again sets contemporary approaches to art dealing with nature well apart from 
the romantic tradition, forcing recognition that “phenomena are caught in a multitude of 




Taking up these threads, contemporary artworks dealing with nature tend to emphasise the 
entanglement of human and non-human processes and ethical involvements that replace the 
hierarchical assumptions of human dominance underlying the focus on anthropocentrism and 
subjectivity. There is a new sensitivity to entanglement, immersion, contingency, and the 
agency of the non-human, frequently coupled with a sense of portent or even mourning, 
facilitating the political import suggested by Serres and shifting the paradigm on matter, 
subjectivity, and the metaphysical. As I have demonstrated, this approach insists on greater 
ecological sensitivity and a radically changed attitude to human exceptionalism and dominance. 
Stengers suggests:  
Accept “seeing” the egg, Diderot asks. Accept grappling with the messiness of the 
world, Haraway now asks. This does not mean produce a theory, but pay attention to the 
idealist temptation, which is inside science as it is inside any claimed separation giving 
to ideas the power to separate, silence and disqualify ... My proposition should not be 
confused with a free-for-all position claiming that all opinions are to be equally 
admitted ... What I am interested in is practice, the plurality and diverging character of 
practice. (Stengers 2011, p.373) 
This “seeing”, or close examination, this very material grappling with messiness, this impulse 
to openness (all of these concepts opening liminal and potentially transformative spaces of 
thought), rather than reductionist paths such as those underlying rational modernism (and 
arguably postmodernism) which frequently do tend to classify, separate, silence and disqualify, 
is fueling the contemporary explosion of art dealing with nature in diverse and plural practices. 
The creation of an open, liminal space, largely through material and realist thinking, has 
overcome the lacuna of postmodern thinking in this area, and supports a powerful resurgence of 
this critical work. In the final chapter I investigate works by contemporary artists Olafur 
Eliasson and Tacita Dean, which, I contend, invoke transformative thinking about nature 




Chapter 7  
 




The previous chapter dealt with the contemporary shift to realist and materialist thinking, 
highlighting the non-anthropocentric, non-heirarchical, entangled, contingent and open or 
speculative nature of these new forms of thinking, and the opportunities this revolution in 
thought has offered artists seeking to explore nature and humanity’s entangled relationship with 
it. Here, in order to establish the link between the liminal space and this contemporary shift in 
understanding, and to reflect upon the influence of such thinking on the critical interpretation of 
art, I examine closely two artworks dealing with aspects of the natural world that I consider 
situate the viewer in a liminal space, viewing them, at least in part, through the framework of 
the new materialisms and speculative thought. The first work is Olafur Eliasson and Minik 
Rosing’s work Ice Watch (2014), which explores concepts of deep time, the entanglement of 
nature and culture, the material, and the inextricable relationship between the “other” (or the 
remote in space, time and materiality) and the self (or the contemporary near and familiar). The 
second is Tacita Dean’s When I First Raised the Tempest, No. 17599 (2016), a monumental 
chalk-board drawing installed at the Tasmanian Museum and Art Gallery as a part of the 
exhibition Tempest, which evokes the intense power and agency of the material world through 
the fragile and insubstantial matter of chalk dust in a manner quite different to the direct 
evocation of Eliasson and Rosing’s work. I particularly consider the role of matter in the 
effectiveness of these works, and their manner of working through the liminal to achieve 
transformation.  
 
To conclude, and in a reflection of the argument put forward in chapter 3 regarding the validity 
and effectiveness of liminal forms in political and social discourse, I consider the importance of 
affect as a tool within the liminal space through the perspectives of Brian Massumi, who relates 
affect directly to power, a perspective subtly realised in Gerhard Richter’s famously anti-
ideological works. This perspective is echoed by Michel Serres, who suggests that a revised 
approach to ethics accompanies the shift in thinking to the material and the real, with renewed 
relevance for such metaphysical themes as being-in-the-world or ontology. The material turn, 





Liminal atmospheres: ice and chalk 
 
Leave the door open for the unknown, the door into the dark. That’s where the most 
important things come from, and where you will go… (Solnit 2005, p.4). 
 
 
Far from where I write, in the coastal, warm, wet, rainforested escarpments in South East 
Australia, is a place where space is palpable, empty, immense. Ice, snow, rock and silence (and 
sometimes dark forests, depending on latitude) form the landscape all winter, and the colour 
blue predominates–blue half-light, blue ice, blue frozen ocean glimpsed between drifts of fine 
snow, mysterious blue light within the cathedral pines in tall old-growth forests (if one is not too 
far North), in glimpses to clearings, elk or deer moving silently across as if ghosts … That 
translucent blue light is distinctive–a half-twilight, half-darkness, with long, indeterminate fades 
between them. It feels as if you could just dissolve, become something else, perhaps altogether 
disappear into the crepuscular dusk. We don’t have enough twilight amidst Australia’s sunshine.  
 
In that far Northern place, near-Arctic Scandinavia, also home to me, the seasonal contrast is 
decisive, seasons strongly marked and felt intensely, summers short, winters long. But it is the 
dark season that I love. In that season, the half-light bracketing the (very short) day offers a 
threshold space, neither here nor there, now nor then, mysterious, open, somehow full of 
potential–Solnit’s door, gateway to the “most important things”–a passage of entry to Deleuze’s 
process of “becoming-other”. I want here to consider two artworks that offer this openness and 
transformative potential, creating atmospheres that take viewers to this liminal space, invoking 
wonder. I also investigate, from a personal perspective, the links between their materiality, 
agency and affective reality.  
 
The first work relocates fragments of the Arctic environment described above to the heart of one 
of the world’s major cities: Paris, France, on the occasion of the COP21 Climate Summit, 2015. 
This work is Olafur Eliasson and Minik Rosing’s Ice Watch (2014), twelve massive chunks of 
glacial ice sourced from a Greenland fjord and placed in the Place du Panthéon in the centre of 
the city in the form of a clock, then allowed to melt away during the course of the Summit. In all 
the traces of the Arctic’s “otherness”, openness and potential which the work carries, and in the 
centrality of the Arctic environment to thinking about the implications of climate change and to 
the very real fears of reaching “tipping points” of cascading change, the work was both apposite 
and powerful as a daily reminder to delegates at the Summit of the planetary processes and 






Figure 45. Olafur Eliasson and Minik Rosing, Ice Watch, 2014, 12 blocks of glacial ice, Installation view, Place du 
Panthéon, Paris, 2015, Photograph by Martin Argyroglo. Courtesy: the artist; neugerriemschneider, Berlin; Tanya 
Bonakdar Gallery, New York. 
 
The second work, quite different in character, consists of chalk dust on huge blackboard panels: 
Tacita Dean’s When I First Raised the Tempest, No. 17599 (2016). This work is almost ten 
metres long and two and a half metres high (the image measures 244 X 976 cm), and was drawn 
directly onto boards mounted on a wall in the Museum and Art Gallery of Tasmania (TMAG). It 
formed a component of the exhibition Tempest curated by Juliana Engberg, which ran from June 
to November 2016, addressing Shakespeare’s play through images and artefacts of the seafaring 
history of the island state of Tasmania. In contrast to Eliasson and Rosing’s work, this work is 
fragile, ethereal, insubstantial, almost immaterial in its execution, despite its immersive size, 
and is located within a traditional gallery setting; yet it is no less powerful–here in a more 
personal, rather than overtly political, sense–for that. Both works offer potential transformation 
of ideas, values, and consciousness, and both achieve this transformation by invoking an 
encounter in a liminal, uncertain space within which the viewer is unmoored from the everyday 




Figure 46. Tacita Dean, When I First Raised the Tempest, No. 17599, 2016, Chalk on blackboard, exhibited at TMAG 
Tasmania, August 2016, installation view, Photograph by Eva Hampel. 
In this chapter I attempt to locate and understand the encounter that these works produce, the 
affirmation produced through the process of rupture, and the works’ contribution to the 
contemporary shift in Western attitudes to the planetary environment: from a modernist, 
anthropocentric and hierarchical paradigm (in which human dominance is unquestioned), to a 
networked, entangled model, recognising flux, immanence and contingency, and in which 
objects (which may encompass atmospheres, minerals, matter, energy, plants, rivers, breath, 
systems, processes …) are given voice. As a colleague, Teodor Mitew, expresses it, the modern 
Western capitalist paradigm is “under-equipped” to facilitate sensitivity to the multiplicity of 
influences on the planetary crisis of the Anthropocene, and creative practice exploring and 
reinstating wonder (in all senses) can provide a route to escape the “purified laboratory within 
which modernism has situated thinking … establishing these multiple conflicting or obscured 
factors on the same ontological plane” (Mitew 2017). In the works discussed, I see awareness of 
connection beyond the immediacies of the Western contemporary frame, mindful of deep time, 
agential matter, and forces of the indeterminate–hints of the animate in the inanimate, and the 
wondrous in the material. 
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I want here to consider wonder. First in the sense in which Stengers writes of it: as an openness 
to other frameworks, fully engaged but open to new “lines of flight”. “Wondering about”. 
Stengers argues for a willingness to think outside the accepted structures of any practice, to 
really see what other practices might have to offer (Stengers 2011, pp.368-380), extending a 
plea to not “simplif[y] away our worlds in terms of idealist judgements about what would 
ultimately matter and what would not” (Stengers 2011, p.371). Wonder can also include the 
traditional romantic sense of awe before the incommensurable, but Stengers, as a philosopher of 
science, suggests that “wonder is not about mysticism, but rather about the true scientific spirit 
that refuses a tendency towards ordering and reduction in favour of an openness that leads 
science away from established knowledge” (Bryant, Srnicek, and Harman 2011, p.15). It is, in a 
sense, a plea to recover the speculative component of any discipline. Stengers encourages us, 
instead of focussing on ordering and reduction, to speculate about the rare events, the exceptions 
to the rule, that provide opportunities for new insights into the nature of reality. I argue that 
wonder connects to the liminal space: here one is fully open, to wonder, to intensity, to potential 
transformation. Within this space, wonder, intensity and affect are perhaps the means of that 
transformation. 
 
The term liminal is also key. Throughout this thesis, I have used the term to describe a passage 
between, a space at a threshold, where accepted frameworks are dissolved, leaving an 
atmosphere of openness, ambiguity or wonder–and it is this radical openness, created by the 
liminal space, that links directly to Stengers’ concept of wonder. The common ground of 
wonder and the liminal space forms the setting for an affective (in Massumi’s sense of 
unqualified intensities (Massumi 1996, p.221-222)) response to the “gap” or “encounter” 
implicit to that space. Atmospheres of wonder, and therefore potential transformation, are 
provoked by this gap. 
 
Eliasson and Rosing’s massive chunks of glacial ice and Dean’s huge, immersive, powerful but 
fragile chalk drawing of a tempest at sea, explore just such interstitial zones, creating liminal 
spaces within which atmospheres of wonder can operate, and I suggest that the unfixing or 
unmooring achieved by these works constitutes their political content, even where (as is the case 
with Dean’s When I First Raised the Tempest, No. 17599 (2016)) this may not have been the 
artist’s primary intention. For this viewer at least, the matter and impact of these works goes 
beyond signification, instead shifting attention to their intensive and affective force. There is an 
encounter between the viewer of these works and their physicality, an encounter in the 
Deleuzian sense that “involve(s) molecular flows of intensity, desire, affect and sensation 
between the bodies or machines involved in the encounter” (Eckersley 2014, p.205). There is an 
element of the metaphysical, certainly the speculative, in this encounter. In the potential to 
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activate affect and sensory experience, allowing transformation of ideas and understanding, art 
has real power (Hawkins and Kanngieser 2017; Williams 2013-2014). In the words of Elizabeth 
Grosz: 
 
Art engenders becomings, not imaginative becomings–the elaboration of images and 
narratives in which a subject might recognise itself, not self-representations, narratives, 
confessions, testimonies of what is and has been–but material becomings, in which … 
imponderable universal forces touch and become enveloped in life, in which life folds 
over itself to embrace its contact with materiality, in which each exchanges some 
elements or particles with the other to become more and other. (Grosz 2008, p.23)  
 
Minik Rosing and Olafur Eliasson, Ice Watch, Paris (2015) 
 
Ice Watch, Paris (2015) (previously installed in Copenhagen in 2014), by Danish-Icelandic 
artist Olafur Eliasson and Danish geologist Minik Rosing, was installed for the COP21 Paris 
Climate Summit, 2015, with the overt intention of accomplishing political shift towards more 
active policy on climate change. Ice Watch consisted of twelve blocks of glacial ice from 
Greenland, of average weight approximately ten tons, arranged in the form of a clock in the 
Place du Panthéon, Paris. The ice had calved from the Greenland ice sheet before being 
collected from the sea in Nuuk Fjord, towed to shore, shipped to France, and finally, in 
refrigerated containers, transported by truck to its final placement in Paris. 
 
 
Figure 47. Olafur Eliasson and Minik Rosing, Ice Watch, 2014 (installation detail), 12 blocks of glacial ice, Place du 
Panthéon, Paris, 2015, Photograph by Martin Argyroglo. Courtesy: the artist; neugerriemschneider, Berlin; Tanya 




In its blue coolness the work visualises deep time and remoteness of place, in imaginaries as 
well as geography, and also evokes the energy, forces, and transformations embodied in its 
varied states and processes, together with contemporary concerns for the future of the 
cryosphere and beyond that, the planet. In its material form, the work powerfully conveys the 
urgency of the issue of climate change, at a point in time and place in which delegates from 
around the world were confronted by its message at the same time as they debated global 
climate governance measures nearby.  
 
Diana Coole notes that “many artists and designers are returning to matter to explore immanent, 
elusive, and reclusive, properties of materials” (Coole 2015, p. 41), and certainly this strategy is 
at work here. The matter of this installation, glacial ice (see illustration above), is produced by 
snow falling and compacting under its own weight over hundreds of thousands of years. The 
NASA website “Earth Observatory” notes that ice cores, like marine sediment cores, provide a 
vertical timeline of past climates, in terms of gas concentrations and temperatures (through the 
ratio of Oxygen isotopes in the snow of which the ice was formed), together with atmospheric 
conditions relating to dust, ash, and pollen. These traces can yield significant information about 
global events such as volcanic activity and the extent of wetlands and other ecologies, and even 
wind speeds and directions. This information, in material form, is trapped in dateable, and even 
visible, seasonal layers in the ice. Ice cores from the Greenland Ice Sheet have yielded records 
dated to 110 000 years ago, and even older records (to 750 000 years) have been extracted from 
Antarctic ice sheets (Riebeek 2005). Knowledge that this scientific information is contained in 
the ice undoubtedly enriches its strangeness and meaning, touching the viewer with a sense of 
its preciousness, ancientness, and value as a “capsule” of past time. But Eliasson’s focus is not 
limited to revealing this content. In his broader practice Eliasson has established a reputation for 
exploring the contingent relations between environment and viewer, and revealing the 
uncertainty of the boundary between nature and culture. It is in this interstitial space that he 
habitually works, and this interstitial, threshold space is particularly powerful in Ice Watch. In a 
2008 interview, Eliasson says: 
 
What is nature anyway? And who really cares about this constant search for the 
boundary between culture and nature? If there is a nature, I arrive at it through the 
people who are there and their ideas about where they are. If there aren’t any people, so-
called nature doesn’t interest me. (Obrist 2008, pp.15-16) 
 
He goes on to say: “my work is very much about the process of seeing and experiencing 
yourself rather than the actual work of art” (2008, p.16). This aspect of experience and potential 
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personal transformation is central to Ice Watch, Paris. Discussing an earlier work, The Very 
Large Ice Floor (1998), which was installed inside and outside a glass curtain wall at the Oscar 
Niemeyer biennial pavilion in São Paulo, Eliasson speaks of the importance of exploring forms 
of representation and experience, noting the difference (in terms of tactile relationship) in this 
work between interacting with the work from outside the glass wall of the institution, and inside 
it (2008, p.22). 
 
 
Figure 48. Olafur Eliasson and Minik Rosing, Ice Watch, 2014 (installation detail), 12 blocks of glacial ice, Place du 
Panthéon, Paris, 2015, Photograph by Martin Argyroglo. Courtesy: the artist; neugerriemschneider, Berlin; Tanya 
Bonakdar Gallery, New York. 
 
Ice Watch, Paris focusses on the tactile, affective, and intellectual relationship between viewers 
and work in its exploration of material character, changing (melting) forms, the suggestion of 
disjunctions of time, light evocative of dreams, uncertainty, and ocean and glacial depths: this 
relationship is central to its potential to create transformation. There is also a tension created by 
the juxtaposition of context and content, invoking Alexander Wilson’s notion of disorientation 
as a strategy for mechanising creativity (Wilson 2014, pp.57-76): ancient matter and time, 
remoteness of place, ethereal light and harsh climate are contrasted here with the comforts of a 
modern cultural capital, contemporary, sophisticated, functional. The breadth of the gap only 
serves to heighten the potential of the work to provoke wonder. 
 
Rosing and Eliasson’s ice can also be read through the theoretical and philosophical 
perspectives of Coole, Deleuze and Massumi as provoking becoming by generating affect and 
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wonder: in its luminosity, elusiveness, mystery, vitality, transformative potential, content in 
terms of both matter and meaning, and its instability, the work is irretrievably temporary, as the 
nature of the ice forces it to be. In Ice Watch, imaginative exploration of the biophysical 
properties of this glacial ice (as well, less evidently, as the chemical ones), and the tension 
created by the disconnect in context of ice and city, ancient time and contemporary present, 
intangible light captured and (almost) made solid, perform the strategic process of making us 
become other. This is a performative piece, especially as it slowly transforms into meltwater, 
out of place and out of ecological meaning (but laden with associative and referential meanings, 
and laden with the power to effect change), and trickles away between the Parisian cobbles … 
 
This ice has agency, not only in the obvious physical sense of eroding the rocks and soil of the 
landscape within which it previously moved, but also in other, less tangible, ways. In the blue 
translucency of the ice, in the millions of tiny bubbles trapped within it, there is a glimpse of 
deep time, melting onto the streets of Paris, ancient time that can in imagination be seen, 
touched, even tasted: yet time that is slipping away even as it is experienced by the viewer, as 
the ice inexorably melts, the tiny bubbles release their ancient air, and the cobbles beneath 
channel away the meltwater, taking with it this rare glimpse into ancient geological eras. Past, 
present and future are contracted and captured in the matter of this ice. In its physical nature, the 
force which compressed the ice from its ancient snow is evident, as is the depth of time over 
which it formed, the mystery embodied in its transparent blueness, and the capacity for affect as 
evidenced by the reactions of so many viewer-participants, documented in the video coverage of 
the installation during its sojourn in the Place du Panthéon. 
 
The tragedy of time glimpsed and lost in this way amplifies the sense of loss for the viewer and 
reflects the larger tragedy that is playing out around the globe as the climate crisis mounts. The 
work establishes a relation for the viewer between the tangible substance of change and the 
disembodied knowledge with which we are familiar, but possibly disconnected: the bodily 
experience of which Eliasson frequently speaks. This is an important and dominant strand in his 
work. Speaking of the installation The Weather Project (2003), in the Tate Turbine Hall, 
London, Eliasson says: “my idea was to make the space tangible … So here I had the hope that 
by inserting some natural elements, if you want–some fog–I could make the space tangible” 
(Eliasson 2009). 
 




What consequences does it have when I take a step? What does it matter? Does it matter 
if I am in the world or not? And does it matter whether the kind of actions I take filter 
into a sense of responsibility? (Eliasson 2009) 
 
Eliasson’s works create an encounter between the physicality of the artwork and the viewer’s 
body and mind: in the case of Ice Watch an affective relation within an open, liminal space, that 
promotes wonder and consideration of questions of time, of change, of values, threats and loss, 
of entanglement, of responsibility. Simon O’Sullivan notes that “art operates on an intensive 
register; it involves affective capture” (O’Sullivan 2006, p.19). In the case of Ice Watch, far 
distant time, beauty, transience, embodied light; a rare sense of place, mystery and distance; far 
oceans and landscapes of rock, ice and snow … all these liminal placements are evoked for the 
viewer. Fragments of the cryosphere are physically, forcefully and imaginatively embodied in 
the ice, and due to the incongruity of their context, experienced in a manner intensified by their 
seemingly matter-of-fact location, supremely out of place, in the quotidian world of the city. 
Short videos of interactions between viewers and the ice on Eliasson’s website reveal viewers 
embracing the ice, licking it, dancing before it, touching it and smoothing their hands over its 
contours … even just standing, mesmerised, before it. There is the power of the work … in 
Brian Massumi’s concept of meaning as a “network of enveloped material processes” (Massumi 
1992, p.10), or, also from Massumi’s thinking, a “relation between forces acting on one another 
in a reciprocal and transformative relationship” (O’Sullivan 2006, p.21), lies the key to the 
impact this work had in its placement in central Paris.  
 
This glacial impression transforms the viewer’s connection to the place from which the ice 
came, to the ancient times at which it formed, and to the predicament of our contemporary 
planet, suggesting preciousness and loss. The interaction between viewer and work embodies a 
liminal space, a transformative space at a threshold: in this case a threshold of time, place, and 
experience, as well as worldview and understanding. O’Sullivan suggests that Eliasson’s art 
attempts to forge an engagement with the viewer’s body as it realigns his or her experience of 
the world, and this is certainly true of Ice Watch. Ice Watch functions at a bodily, immersive 
scale–even its title reflects a bodily action, as well as the straightforward reference to the 
process of the ice melting away, under watch. This bodily engagement works to create both a 
physically felt experience and also, in this work, an experience of intensity, to forge, Eliasson 
presumably hopes, a paradigm shift in thinking by rupturing established patterns of thought. 
Embodied in the ice there is the possibility of a shift from a utilitarian, modern perspective of 
time, matter, planetary conditions, and anthropocentric thinking and ethics to a perception or 
sensation grounded in matter and felt experience, and conditioned by values other than those 
espoused by modern Western patterns of thought. The actions of people interacting with Rosing 
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and Eliasson’s work in the Place du Panthéon reflect these changes in perception, this material 
understanding, however briefly, and perhaps for many their encounter with the ice may have 
instigated lasting changes in values and ethics.  
 
To frame this understanding within the concept of wonder, both within its traditional romantic 
framework and within Stengers’ recent conception of openness to intuitions and perceptions 
unconstrained by accepted contemporary or disciplinary frameworks: wonder in both senses is 
evoked here, as the viewer is transported beyond the streets of Paris to places immaterial–to 
other geological times, other worldly geographies, and other frameworks of thought. The 
scientific framework, which tells us of timespans, chemical composition, distances travelled, 
melt rates, ecological impacts, and other data and systems understandings, is here bound in with 
intimations of awe, hyperobjects, entanglement and both the material and the immaterial. 
Invoked in this work is Massumi’s sense of meaning as a process, an encounter, or event, 
“immanent to the dynamic process it expresses”, not stable, but rather an interrelation of forces 
from the encounter (Massumi 1992, pp.17-18). 
 
This affective meaning–the shock of the rupture or tear occasioned by the encounter of the 
viewer with the work, the shift of geologic time, light, and the collision between forces 
embodied there, and the straightforward symbolism of the arrangement of the ice as a clock 
face–these dynamic qualities of the encounter can be understood to produce an event, a 
becoming, evident in the filmed footage of interactions between work and viewers at the time of 
COP21. Adults and children alike seemed fascinated by these huge chunks of ice which brought 
to their familiar city an utter remoteness in space and time: fragments of a place whose 
otherness is almost beyond imagining, sitting, entirely out of place, in the Place du Panthéon, 
silently conveying their message. The viewer is positioned in a fertile and liminal zone, at a 
threshold of seeing ice, time, atmospheres and the planet anew, and making possible 
transformations of understanding of our global urgency.  
 
Tacita Dean, When I First Raised the Tempest, No. 17599 (2016)  
 
British artist Tacita Dean’s immersively scaled chalkboard drawing When I First Raised the 
Tempest, No. 17599 (the work measures 244 X 976 cm) was exhibited at the Museum and Art 
Gallery of Tasmania (TMAG) in August 2016, forming a component of the exhibition Tempest. 
The exhibition was based in an exploration of Shakespeare’s play that, in the words of curator 
Juliana Engberg, combines “magic, strange and mythological creatures, calamities, lovers, 
buffoonery, exiled noblemen” and, perhaps most importantly with respect to the island of 
Tasmania, “evok[es] a new world opening out from the exploratory activities of Elizabethan 
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England”. The curatorial concept also recognises the island setting of Tasmania, “a place 
dreamed by the old world in advance of European discovery–part of the great southern land … 
out of reach enough to be free for fanciful foretelling and the creation of imaginary vistas”, as 
well as recognising “the maritime contexts of the island and its attachments to seafaring” 
(Engberg 2016, pp.22-24). The power of the work, dominating a mid-sized gallery, was 
extraordinary, engulfing the viewer through its sheer scale and evoking a sense of intense 
wonder at its virtuosity of execution, and the metaphysical charge conveyed of the forces and 
terror of a storm at sea in the 19th century–a power, both physical and metaphorical, frequently 
encountered throughout Tasmania’s turbulent and dark history, and embodied in the term 
“tempest”. 
 
Presented with stage directions and other overtones of a film script, and made in situ, the 
drawing was also a performative piece, moving beyond simple representation, though based in 
it. This crossing between genres, or “smearing of one onto the other” (O’Sullivan 2006, p.17), 
increases the immediacy and power of the presented piece. And importantly, although not 
overtly “environmental art”, this work of Dean’s can also be read through the lens of nature, 
agency, matter, wonder and the liminal, despite the fact that this is not her central focus. The 
work can be considered to present powerfully the agency of matter, and the inescapable 
entanglement of the human and non-human, awareness of which is heightened by its cultural 
and literary derivation. Alongside a realist material interpretation, the work also maintains a 
speculative, metaphysical dimension, reflecting on the wonder of the energy, power, enormity 





Figure 49. Tacita Dean, When I First Raised the Tempest, No. 17599, 2016 (detail), Chalk on blackboard, Exhibited 
at TMAG Tasmania, August 2016, Photograph by Eva Hampel. 
 
Dean has established an international reputation for her investigations of time and place, 
memory and meaning: “an art of circumnavigations, of passes and returns”, as expressed by The 
Guardian’s Adrian Searle (Searle 2001). These elements also dominate in Dean’s When I First 
Raised the Tempest, No. 17599, which is breathtakingly beautiful, viscerally engaging, 
dominating in scale and extraordinarily well-executed. The work also astonishes in the medium 
of its making: chalk dust on blackboard, a medium associated with the temporary and fragile, 
and the innocence and wonder of learning in childhood classrooms. In this way, as well as in its 
subject, the image can be read as in keeping with Dean’s stated interest in engaging with the 
“idea of loss and disappearance”, or, in Warner’s words, with her pattern of finding inspiration 
in “things that are no longer stable, but somehow doubtful, that have been displaced and also 
lost” (Royeaux, Warner and Greer 2013, p.17). It is in this reflection on instability and flux, as 
well as in the subtlety and indeterminacy of its execution, and the temporality and uncertainty 
inherent in its portrayal, that its liminal quality lies. But it can also be read as a meditation on 
the material world, investigating the energy, forces, flux and transformations embodied in its 





The flux, the drawing and the redrawing, the erasure and the rubbing out belong to the 
sea, and nothing else has that same flux. I need that for working with the chalk. The 
drawings can’t be fixed because it would take the chalk off. They are a kind of 
performance. They are always made in situ, more or less, and I always run out of time. I 
am always drawing through the night. I don’t mind that they are not fixed. Of course, 
others do. (Royeaux, Warner and Greer 2013, p.25)  
 
At first sight, the image When I First Raised the Tempest, No. 17599 appears to be a photograph 
enlarged to the enormous scale of almost ten metres in length in the now historical medium of 
black and white film, but when closer inspection reveals it to be chalk dust on blackboard 
panels, a sense of wonder at the technical brilliance of the artist in its execution, and the near-
impossibility of the achievement, supplants the visual likeness. It is, at least in part, the 
realisation of the impossible achieved that combines with the raw power of the image and the 
event portrayed to dwarf and astonish the viewer. There is real turbulence, energy and force 
embodied in this rendition (an effect to which scale contributes): a visible and felt energy in the 
clashes of lightning, swirling cloud and vapour in this paradoxically still yet turbulent 
application of chalk dust, tones and line. There is also a sense of emptiness, of aloneness and 
uncertainty, evident in its multiple half-erasures, its semi-obscured stage directions, the 
dominance of formlessness and space. And despite the power of the event depicted there is a 
sense of precariousness or fragility too, both for the viewer and of the image: in the traditional 
sublime sense of the enormity of being which overwhelms the viewer; and of the image in the 
sense in which, understanding the fragile and temporary nature of chalk dust on board, the 
viewer is possessed with a sense of the delicacy and vulnerability of the image, of its 
temporality and fragile nature, the inevitability of damage. For me at least there was a real sense 
of protectiveness towards this image. All of these considerations echo the nature of the elements 
and energy it portrays, both their power and fragility, and the natural systems of which those 
elements are a part.  
 
So in this image too there can be read a focus on matter and its transformations, on the contrast 
of solidity with space and ethereal natures, on transience and the mutability of time, and–
looking through the lens of new materialist thinking–on the concurrent power and fragility of 
the natural world. There is also a metaphysical preoccupation with the enormity of being, with 
the sublime and the traditions of romanticism. Humankind enters too–in the sense that the image 
is construed as a film score, with half legible directorial instructions such as ‘Opening frame’, 
and ‘Wind rising’, together with other half-erased or obscured directions scrawled across its 
surface. Dean’s main practice is film, and the crossing in this work from film to performance to 
drawing (and even to childhood classrooms) adds to the richness and provocative and evocative 
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nature of the image. That this is achieved through the medium of chalk on blackboard is almost 
miraculous, and this juxtaposition of reality with impossibility heightens the power and the 
wonder of the image.  
 
Perhaps above all, the image invokes transformation, a dissolution of boundaries … most 
obviously in the mist, vapour and swirling cloud which it depicts, but also evident in the 
exchange of codes, or molecular blurring, inherent in its materiality and impossibility, the 
immersion of the viewer, and its sense of temporality. Dean states: “All the things I am attracted 
to are just about to disappear, more or less” (Royeaux, Warner and Greer 2013, pp.15-16).  
 
This is an image that goes far beyond realist likeness, moving instead in the realms of the 
unstable, the temporal, the sensorial. It evokes transitions across boundaries, transformation, and 
realisation, “making us become other” (O’Sullivan 2006, p.18), creating a liminal space within 
which realms of wonder and transformation are powerfully achieved. Echoes of countless 
performances of Shakespeare’s play suffuse this image of “natural” elements, presented as a 
film or performance score, emphasising history and the passage of time, and suggesting a unity 
between invisible humanity and agential nature. But this is just one interpretation … the field, in 
the spirit of wonder, is open. Dean says:  
 
For me, making a film is connected to the idea of loss and disappearance. When I put in 
the sound of a dog barking or a motorbike passing at dusk, I am so aware of the feeling 
of abandonment it can create. (Royeaux, Warner and Greer 2013, p.17)  
 
The interviewer (Warner) responds: “You have talked about the silence of lost objects, but you 
have also found them and made them utter” (Royeaux, Warner and Greer 2013, p.17). Whether 
or not it was intended by Dean, there are strong echoes of new materialist and speculative realist 
thinking in this formulation, raising speculation on the agency of matter, and paying renewed 
attention to objects themselves. In When I First Raised the Tempest, No. 17599, these echoes are 
particularly powerful. The boiling energy of the tempest, the raging wind, cracking lightning 
and undoubted thunder, the illegible stage directions, even the performative nature of the 
image–all these components form voices that are tangible if not discernible, and in this sense of 
shouted meanings just beyond reach, and the energy that is inherent in the subject, lies a 
powerfully liminal sense of the agency and embodied energy of matter, the narratives of history 
and its sometimes diabolical acts, and above all, a productive threshold, offering transformative 




The function of the liminal 
 
In the epigraph with which I opened this chapter, Rebecca Solnit poetically describes the critical 
elements of a liminal zone, visualising the threshold to the unknown as a passage offering 
unknown but potentially unlimited transformation and import. Dean’s and Eliasson and 
Rosing’s works create such liminal atmospheres, generating a productive uncertainty that 
unsettles thinking and calls to mind Isabelle Stengers’ concept of wonder.  
 
The sense of a threshold is clear in both works: in the case of both Ice Watch and When I First 
Raised the Tempest, a slippage in time, place and embodiment and (perhaps most explicit in Ice 
Watch) a slippage of paradigm, from the dominant Western paradigm of extrinsic or 
instrumental values to an appreciation of a more intrinsic viewpoint, non-anthropocentric, and 
non-heirarchical. Beginning to be couched, in new materialist thinking, in terms of the agency 
and liveliness of matter, in terms of immanence, entanglement, and a single ontological plane, 
this contemporary paradigm shift includes a recognition that nature and culture are so entwined 
as to be inextricable each from the other, and rejects the anthropocentric viewpoint that 
underlies earlier Western relationships to the natural world. The gathering wave of this change 
in understanding is illuminated in these works and others through the creation of a liminal 
space, where, by unmooring previous constructs, this shift, this slippage in paradigm, has the 
potential to occur. 
 
The encounter provoked by both works can be theorised in accordance with Deleuze’s thinking 
in two ways: as an exchange of codes, or molecular blurring, linking the movement of becoming 
inextricably to deterritorialisation (Deleuze and Guattari 2011, p.292) or to relations of speed 
and slowness, to affects (Deleuze and Guattari 2011, pp.280-281); and also as a strategy of 
disruption, in which the encounter is a response to a disruption of the situation, context or 
framework, acting like a pebble dropped into still water, where large effects ripple out from a 
small event (O’Sullivan 2006, p.26). Both these manners of encounter function in Eliasson and 
Rosing’s work: molecular blurring and exchange of codes (in a most direct, material form of ice 
and water to street and people, and as an exchange of intensities, desire, affect, or sensation), 
and also the sense of disruption or displacement generated by glacial ice originating in the far 
Arctic placed on the city streets of Paris, and ancient aeons of time embodied in the matter of 
ice in the quotidian present day–both are at work here. Tacita Dean’s drawing When I First 
Raised the Tempest, No. 17599 is less disruptive, operating primarily through sheer immersion, 
bodily engaging and displacing the viewer through its scale, the indeterminacy of the seen and 
the sensed but unseen, immense energy paradoxically juxtaposed with the stillness of the image, 
and sheer wonder at the material skill required to transform the pedestrian materials of chalk 
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dust and blackboard into this immersive and affective work: equally powerful in its effects as 
that of Eliasson and Rosing, though quieter.  
 
Eliasson and Rosing’s work functions powerfully through the qualities of the matter of which it 
is composed to achieve wonder, affect, intensity, and an entirely visceral, embodied response, 
while Dean’s is more allusive, embedding us, as viewers, in the energy and violence of the 
tempest through sheer scale and subtle but powerfully immersive representation. There is also 
wonder evoked by material means in Dean’s work, certainly in part through elements of the 
sublime experience which are almost inseparable from the subject, but also at the ability to 
create such a visceral experience of storm, energy, power, and human insignificance through the 
quotidian, simple material of chalk on board. The juxtaposition of matter and subject in Dean’s 
drawing evokes an enhanced sense of wonder, not only intellectual, recognising the practice and 
mastery of the delivery, but also fully embodied: a somatic response to the almost-impossible 
achieved, and the liminal space in which this representation, through such simple means, places 
us as viewers. 
 
This focus on matter, most direct in Eliasson and Rosing’s work, and perceived more indirectly 
in Dean’s, is characteristic of much contemporary work dealing with the natural world. Coole, 
writing about the bringing together of scientific approaches with philosophical and artistic ones 
(O’Sullivan’s “smearing of one onto the other” (O’Sullivan 2006, p.17)), proposes: 
 
If greater attention is being paid to the empirical details of emergent processes, this is 
not in the name of positivism but rather a way of discerning myriad unpredictable ways 
in which matter forges provisional molar assemblages. (Coole 2015, p.41) 
 
This statement suggests an openness to chance, to uncertainty, to the unknown: Solnit’s “open 
door into the dark”, allowing for wonder, for discovery, for encountering new understandings 
and perceptions. It is also particulate, emphasising paths to that threshold through matter. On 
similar lines, O’Sullivan suggests that thinking art rhizomatically involves foregrounding the 
potential of art to “make us become other”, as “the principle of connectivity operat[ing] on a 
molecular as well as a molar level”. O’Sullivan emphasises that the principle of connectivity 
“impl[ies] a contact, and movement, between different milieus and registers, between areas that 
are usually thought of as distinct and discrete” (O’Sullivan 2006, pp.17-18). Stengers’ concept 
of wonder echoes the idea of movement between milieus, while O’Sullivan suggests that the 
“smearing” between milieus and registers is creative, producing surprising and novel syntheses 
and insights. Stengers, drawing on scientific experimental investigation, asks us not to ignore 
“the messiness” of the world, because, embedded in that messiness, potentially overlooked if we 
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accept the idealist temptation to simplify and selectively silence, may well lie the insight or 
realisation that we need. In Deleuze’s words: 
 
Something in the world forces us to think. This something is an object not of 
recognition but of a fundamental encounter. (Deleuze 1994, pp.139-140)  
 
In similar vein, Rebecca Solnit ponders the pre-Socratic philosopher Meno:  
 
How will you go about finding that thing the nature of which is entirely unknown to 
you? ... the question … struck me as the basic tactical question in life. The things we 
want are transformative, and we don’t know or only think we know what is on the other 
side of that transformation. (Solnit 2006, pp.4-5) 
 
We look to art for that transformative experience, that encounter, and it is powerfully real in the 
two works I examine here. Massumi describes meaning as a “meeting between asymptotic lines 
of causality which have no common form or correspondence”, introduced to one another by an 
“infinity of forces, some willed, most fortuitous”, as a “point of intersection between 
formations”, “an encounter … an event … immanent to the dynamic processes it expresses” 
(Massumi 1992, pp.17-18). Or, put more simply, as O’Sullivan, interpreting Massumi, explains 
it: 
  
[The] notion of meaning is not based on identity thinking, on a correspondence between 
the object and the subject (the object treated as subject, as that which has an “inner” 
essence), but rather is the relation between two (or more) forces acting on one another 
in a reciprocal and transformative relationship. For Massumi, “meaning” is this process, 
an encounter between forces, or lines of force ... an event, dynamic rather than static, 
and in a constant process of becoming. Here meaning is a material process, the 
expression of one force on another. (O’Sullivan 2006, pp.20-21) 
 
Eliasson and Rosing’s and Dean’s works generate this event, this process of becoming, very 
powerfully through material means. The forces of time, energy, disorientation and dislocation, 
the material/ethereal forces of compaction, luminosity, tiny bubbles trapped, embodiment … 
these forces meet in Eliasson and Rosing’s Ice Watch to generate an affective event. And in 
doing so they have the potential to generate transformation at the individual level, and also at 
the political. This is particularly overt in Eliasson and Rosing’s work. In chapter 6 I discussed 
Michel Serres’ view that with the contemporary material turn there has been a shift from 
ontology to responsibility, from ethics to politics, and that I consider that this shift is 
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characteristic of much contemporary art dealing with nature. Both works considered here deal 
with aspects of perception perhaps once considered solely in terms of the metaphysical, but 
now, viewed through atmospheres of wonder and the liminal space, and the material 
philosophical turn, recognised as material and entangled, energetic and agential, with a touch of 
the metaphysical thrown in. These works reveal the entanglement of the human and non-human, 
the concept of naturecultures inextricably entwined, and the inherent vitality and agency of 
matter, without excluding an element beyond the rational. But they suggest only, an atmosphere 
of indeterminacy being a defining feature, leaving open the avenues of wonder and affect. They 
preserve what Deleuze and Guattari describe as “imperceptibility, indiscernibility, and 
impersonality … the three virtues” (Deleuze and Guattari 2011, p.280). That does not stop them 
from being political. Again in Brian Massumi’s words:  
 
Affect holds a key to rethinking postmodern power after ideology. For although 
ideology is still very much with us ... it no longer defines the global mode of 
functioning of power. (Massumi 1996, p.235) 
   
These works generate atmospheres that operate powerfully through liminal spaces, provoking 
the dissolution of existing constructs, values and paradigms, connecting the viewer through 
wonder to new forms of looking, sensing, and understanding. Solnit’s door is most certainly 
propped open and the step into the darkness beyond is, in these works, a potentially 
transformative experience. And Massumi reminds us that this transformative experience, 
accessed through the creation of atmospheres of indeterminacy and wonder, can also be an 





The Liminal Zone: A Transformative Space in Thinking Art and 
Nature 
 
Postscript, or reflection on content 
 
Throughout this thesis I have dealt with the concept of the liminal: its characteristics and 
derivation from anthropology, its application to art theory, practice, and interpretation, and 
above all, its power as a conceptual space that facilitates transformation. Applying the concept 
of the liminal to art dealing with nature, I have surveyed relevant approaches within the broad 
field of environmental and landscape art, from romanticism through land art to contemporary 
forms inflected by postmodernism and the new materialisms. To set this work in context I have 
overviewed changing interpretations of the concept of nature, exploring new theoretical 
paradigms of new materialisms and speculative realisms in somewhat greater depth, and the 
implications of these new ways of thinking for art. In pursuing these various directions of 
enquiry, I have examined liminal aspects of the work of two artists–Gerhard Richter and Imants 
Tillers–and, in lesser detail, other contemporary artists such as Olafur Eliasson, Tacita Dean, 
and Ken and Julia Yonetani, also referring briefly to the work of many other contemporary 
artists dealing with nature. 
 
The intention has been to illuminate new approaches to art dealing with the natural world. I 
have explored how artists express uncertainty and indeterminacy through a new lens which 
leaves connotations of romanticism behind, a lens which instead recognises contemporary 
global realities such as climate change, the sixth mass extinction event, and other threats. I have 
selected the liminal space as a theoretical frame for such work because it allows for approaches 
which acknowledge currently prevailing conditions of uncertainty, fear, and anxiety, as well as a 
new and still growing understanding of humanity’s condition of entanglement with the natural 
world–an ecological worldview espoused by theorists such as Bruno Latour, Timothy Morton, 
Elizabeth Grosz, Jane Bennett, Michel Serres, Isabelle Stengers, and others. My premise has 
been that it is time to move on; time to explore frames which facilitate new avenues of 
representation and new concerns in content, opening the critical field to exploration of 
contemporary concerns and contemporary uncertainties. The work is already happening. 
 
In this thesis I have demonstrated the crucial value of the liminal space as a space through 
which to transform thought, particularly thought about art relating to nature. I have also 
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investigated a number of means of accessing or creating this space as enacted by artists: the 
blurring and withholding of Richter, the layering, fragmentation and whispering text of Tillers, 
and the evocations of mystery or potency in matter as exercised for example by Eliasson and 
Rosing, the Yonetanis, or Erica Blumenfeld. Symbolism too is important: the figure of the 
biblical last supper in the Yonetanis’ work The Last Supper (2014), and likewise their use of 
chandeliers in The Great Works of Art of All Nuclear Nations (2013), and Tillers’ many refences 
to the works of other artists, social history, and myth. Many artists utilise these means–Cy 
Twombly or Anselm Kiefer for instance–to achieve an indeterminate, potential-filled, 
transformative space. Dean approaches it through memory, beauty and cultural reference, as 
much as through the material of her making. 
 
The investigation was provoked by a simple set of interrelated questions: Why were nature and 
the environment not at the forefront of art practice in the later years of the 20th century, when 
environmental crises were visibly accumulating globally, and public concern over these issues 
was beginning to build? And why, on the basis of a superficial visual resemblance, do even 
highly informed, critical responses to works that evoke the liminal space with respect to the 
natural world so often revert to the 18th century framework of romanticism? I initially wondered 
if it was too difficult to see beyond an accepted framework, even a framework that is more than 
200 years old and laden with social and moral values to which Western societies, on the whole, 
and certainly postmodern thinking, no longer subscribe. And I then extended my questioning to 
think about the romantic framework which, in its wholehearted basis in an hierarchical model of 
transcendence, in which humankind is situated in a superior, powerful position relative to the 
rest of nature, second only to God, lends weight to ideas of humanity’s separation from and 
dominion over the natural world. This despite its intellectual and emotional opposition to the 
realities stemming from that sense of dominion, in opposing the industrialisation of production 
and the degradation of both nature and human life seen to be caused by it. Romanticism is a 
framework based in social, theological and ideological certainties that no longer apply.  
 
There is now, in the West, a period of considerable uncertainty, a questioning of the validity of 
beliefs about humanity’s place and power in the world, even widespread fear, and yet, faced 
with images of uncertainty and indeterminacy with respect to nature, the reaction of art theorists 
has tended to return to a paradigm formulated in the late 1700s and based in certainties now 
past. I have demonstrated how the romantic legacy, present in modernism, began to change in 
the last years of the 20th, and into the 21st, century. In the late 20th century postmodernist thought 
sought to overcome such automatic thinking, to reveal the obscured, to dwell in the 
contradictory spaces of the overlooked. Over the last twenty years there has been a groundswell 
of thinkers drawing on this practice to whom both romantic and modernist ideas in relation to 
215 
 
power and nature are seen as not only fallacious but also dangerous to the long-term survival of 
the Earth’s ecological systems, and therefore to that of humankind. And so I return to my initial 
question: why has the framework of romanticism persisted so strongly in the critical reaction to 
images focusing on the indeterminate in relation to the natural world, even in contemporary 
times? There is a continuing thread here. I have also demonstrated, by examining the work of 
two prominent artists associated with postmodern practice, Tillers and Richter, that the thread of 
liminality and indeterminacy (particularly in regard to nature as a subject) that came to the fore 
in romanticism persisted as an undercurrent in practice through modernism and conceptualism, 
even through postmodernism–though repressed by critical theory under postmodern 
frameworks. This finding suggests that the accepted perception of postmodernism as 
conclusively rejecting romanticism is something of an over-simplification: the liminal thread 
persisted throughout, although perhaps underground. It also suggests that this rejection was in 
fact stronger in critical thinking than in practice.  
 
Perhaps there is a clue in that the postmodern framework, while achieving a necessary 
revitalisation of thinking in relation to situations or attitudes long deemed “natural” and even 
“universal”, nonetheless seemed to be unable to adequately address nature. Insistence on social 
construction in this sphere, while it reflects reality in terms of the immense impact humankind 
has had on the non-human world, and our intellectual remodelling of it, overstates the position: 
the postmodern focus on subjectivity, on the cultural and textual, tended to eclipse nature, its 
entanglement with ourselves, its agency, and the extent to which the complex contingencies of 
ecological systems can be and have been tipped out of the balances on which we depend. 
Postmodernism ignored the autonomous energy of objects and processes of the non-human 
world, the indifferent (to humanity) systems that constitute it. This approach is challenged by 
currently emerging materialist thinking such as that of Bennett, which acknowledges the 
autonomous agency of matter itself.  
 
The situation is changing, giving rise to, and propelled by, artistic practices that emphasise non-
anthropocentrism, working through the material, and emphasising contingency, the exploration 
and agency of matter, and the ecological. Bolt (2013, p.3) notes that the aim of new materialist 
thinking is to return to matter the “vivacity” that is denied it when social constructivist theories 
position all social processes, and reality itself, as socially and ideologically constructed. Here 
Richter’s opposition to ideology is positioned in another realm, that of nature itself. Equally 
acting as bedrock for this thesis is the concept of entanglement: of the human and non-human, 
as embodied in Haraway’s term “naturecultures”; of matter and ethics (Latour, Serres); or, 
specifically in art, of the entanglement and reciprocity of matter and expression in works 
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influenced by new materialist thinking (Coole 2015). These are concepts fundamental to the 
current materialist and realist revolution in art.  
 
New materialist and allied forms of thinking present an openness to speculation, which I situate 
alongside Stengers’ concept of wonder. These thoughts are located within liminal spaces. For 
me, one of the strengths of the new realisms and materialisms is their openness to speculation in 
a form that has diverged from its traditional romantic associations. There is a return here to 
ontological and metaphysical thinking, specifically applied to matter and the non-human, and a 
dismissal of the comforting (and narcissistic) certainties of the centrality of the human, 
subjectivity, and the social, heralding a strengthened awareness of ecological thinking, and an 
appreciation of the interrelatedness of things. But these are uncertain spaces. Echoing the 
longstanding Enlightenment separation of “nature” from “culture”, the ecological and natural 
sciences, generally limited to the physical and biological world, have given too little weight to 
the human and the social5–and the social sciences likewise have viewed the natural sciences 
with suspicion. Certainly, both have, until recently, ignored any metaphysical issues. Deleuze 
and Guattari, with their revolutionary schema of the “network”, and “becoming”, began to 
conclusively break with the modernist and Enlightenment patterns of thinking hierarchically and 
reasoning dialectically within a bounded framework, and opened the door again to the 
metaphysical, uncertainty, and wonder. These ideas, or at least the openness they induced, have 
underlain the development of the current forms of speculative and material thinking, and the 
thinking of immanence, contingency, and entanglement, that support a contemporary 
groundswell of art dealing with nature in a new way. 
 
Ideas of entanglement, immanence and becoming, fundamental to new materialist thinking, also 
draw on the thinking of Latour. Latour emphasises the importance of networks in opposition to 
modernist segmentation of critical thinking into habitual categories such as nature, politics and 
discourse. In arguing against such segmentation, Latour likens this emphasis on networks to 
Ariadne’s thread, saying poetically: “More supple than the notion of system, more historical 
than the notion of structure, more empirical than the notion of complexity, the idea of network is 
the Ariadne’s thread of these interwoven stories” (Latour 1993, p.3). This perspective also 
places Latour’s thinking firmly in a liminal space. Emphasising his interest in uncategorised, 
unframed spaces–the experimental “event” that does not readily fit expectations–Latour calls 
these places and events “strange situations that the intellectual culture in which we live does not 
know how to categorize” (Latour 1993, p.3). Like Stengers, he regards these spaces (or 
 
5 Earth scientist Roger Hooke notes, for instance, the relative absence of humankind as geomorphic agents in geology 
textbooks, despite the fact that “we” shift, annually, a greater volume of sediment than any other geomorphic agent 
(Hooke 1994, p.217). 
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situations) as fertile zones, within which, by escaping the limitations on perception and thought 
imposed by existing frameworks of knowledge, there opens potential for new intuitions, 
perceptions, new modes of understanding or conceptions of the functioning of the world. They 
are, in other words, liminal spaces, spaces between or at the edges of what Latour refers to as 
the “venerable disciplines” of sociology, history, economics, political science, philosophy or 
anthropology (Latour 1993, p.3), spaces which allow for the possibility of transformations of 
thinking–transformations which may otherwise be “filtered out” by what Stengers refers to as 
“idealist judgements about what would ultimately matter and what would not” (Stengers 2011, 
p.371). Within such liminal spaces, whether they apply to the cognitive realm of intellectual 
analysis, or to the affective realm of exchange of intensities, it is possible for new insights and 
discoveries to occur. 
 
The new materialists (particularly the feminist new materialists) and speculative realists 
recognise the relational nature of matter (Sheldon 2015, p.196), and its active and autonomous 
role in affecting other matter, objects, or processes. This view is particularly elucidated by 
Bennett, who argues for a form of “enchanted materialism”, linking this concept directly to 
ethics (Bennett 2001, pp.156-158). Bennett’s subsequent thinking emphasises the excess, 
vitality, and relationality that result in matter being active, productive, generative, and having 
agency (Bennett 2010a). She also argues for the centrality of “enchantment” (a concept I have 
argued is closely linked to a certain manifestation of “wonder” and to the liminal space) in 
forging ethical relationships between humanity and nature, humanity and all things. Coole and 
Frost put it slightly differently, recognising the agential and relational nature of matter, but 
without focussing on the idea of enchantment, emphasising “a materiality that materializes”, 
that demonstrates “immanent modes of self-transformation”, and which forces us to recognise 
that objects and phenomena “are caught in a multitude of interlocking systems and forces” 
(Coole and Frost 2010, p.9). Such recognition reformulates our understanding of agency–its 
nature, and its location in things beyond the human or animate. 
 
Stengers’ concept of wonder is echoed here, and Grosz pursues a similar line of thought, 
suggesting that art transmits force, a force of the cosmos or, in Deleuzian terms, an “unliveable 
Power” (Deleuze 2002, p.39), that not only runs through all of life, but also connects “to the 
nonorganic forces and qualities of materiality itself” (Grosz 2008, p.19). Grosz extends Deleuze 
and Guattari’s thinking of excess and matter to recognise the capacity of art, along with 
philosophy, which she describes as “twin rafts over chaos” (Grosz 2008, p.8), to “ride the waves 
of a vibratory universe without direction or purpose, in short … to enlarge the universe by 
enabling its potential to be otherwise, to be framed through concepts and affects” (Grosz 2008, 
p.24). Grosz suggests, in other words, that art “is about transforming the lived body into an 
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unliveable power, an unleashed force that transforms the body along with the world” (Grosz 
2008, p.22). This mode of perception replaces the somewhat reductive frames of modernist 
analysis with a radical openness to the unanticipated, to the unexpected, to affect and intuition. 
Somewhat counter-intuitively, at least to those of us schooled within a modernist, Cartesian 
frame of thought, an intense focus on matter leads, through liminal spaces, to an appreciation of 
the “vibratory universe”, “materiality that materialises”, and the wondrous.  
 
In artworks engaging with this form of thinking, this renewed emphasis on the materiality of the 
works explores, in an echo of the idea of networks, both the immanent and the intrinsic 
attributes of the specific material, and the co-generativity of material and idea engendered by it. 
Diana Coole discusses this co-generativity in contemporary works influenced by the new 
materialisms, speaking of the “new alchemists” at the Munich Academy of Fine Arts as 
representative of an art movement that focusses on the attributes of matter itself. Coole suggests 
that these strands of thought invite us to engage with “immanent structures of materialization” 
(Coole 2015, p.42), appreciating entanglement, immanence and contingent relationality in a 
manner that affords no hierarchical advantage to the human. This perspective distinguishes 
much contemporary art dealing with nature. 
 
The qualities of entanglement of materiality and expression recognised by Dolphijn and Van der 
Tuin (2012, p.91), discussed in chapter 6, along with a recognition of immanent structures of 
materialisation, are eminently visible in the works Ice Watch (2014), by Eliasson and Minik 
Rosing, and When I First Raised the Tempest, Number 17599 (2016), by Dean, amongst many 
other examples in this thesis. Both works are discussed in chapter 7, which examines the affects, 
content and materialities of these specific works in ice and chalk, and the complex recursive 
thinkings provoked by them. The power of Eliasson and Rosing’s tiny bubbles of ancient ice-
trapped air in particular to evoke thoughts of global catastrophe, time long past, the fleetingness 
and perhaps insignificance of humankind’s much-vaunted “civilisation”, and future time that is 
indecipherable at this point, is a powerful example of this material strategy. The principle of 
entanglement of materiality and expression is also illustrated in works such as Ken and Julia 
Yonetani’s The Last Supper (2014), where the material of salt groundwater extracted from the 
local water table is used to construct the work, conveying at the same time the bounteous 
production of the “Food Bowl” of Australia, and the death of productivity brought about by that 
very substance. Likewise the Yonetanis’ Crystal Palace: The Great Exhibition of the Works of 
Industry of all Nuclear Nations (2013), made in the wake of the Fukushima nuclear disaster, 
where again the material of the work, uranium glass, and the expression of luxury and excess 





Above all, the openness to speculation in new materialist thinking has informed these new 
directions in art, particularly art dealing with nature. Such openness enables recognition of the 
vitality and agency of matter; the entanglement and reciprocity that apply to humankind and 
other elements of the world, both organic and physical; the vitality, autonomous power, and 
disinterestedness of non-human processes and things; and the complexity of networks and 
contingency as opposed to the hierarchical and determinist thinking of modernism. And yet a 
strand of liminality, continuous since romanticism though changed in form, persists. All of these 
ideas project artists and viewers into spaces that are uncertain, indeterminate, sometimes 
threatening. “We” are now, as we are beginning to do on global issues such as climate change, 
feeling our way through nebulous spaces of thought in this field. Although environmentally 
engaged art persisted as a strand of artistic expression throughout the last decades of the 20th 
century, it has now swelled to a major current. And its forms are changing: critically acceptable 
environmentally engaged art has broadened from the more directly activist and politically 
directed practices of the late 20th century, described by Demos (2016), to now also 
accommodate uncertainty, wonder, and zones of indeterminacy: speculative zones of fear as 
well as hope. 
 
Engaging with these ideas forces the abandonment of familiar frames of thought–of modernism 
as much as of romanticism–but replacement frames are still forming, evolving from postmodern 
thinking and new materialist and realist strands of thought as well as the more traditionally 
environmentally engaged movements of land art and environmentally engaged art. Artists are 
expressing both this fertility and this uncertainty. In developing these new frameworks artists 
are connecting to ideas that blend the disturbing with the inspiring, the uncertain with the 
known, the speculative with the political. Exploration of ideas such as the vitality and agency of 
matter open liminal spaces. The new materialist and speculative forms of thinking have, to some 
degree, opened the possibility of consideration of ideas and forms of thought (such as 
Indigenous worldviews of various nations) that were previously eliminated under Western 
modernity as irrational, even, as Stengers argues, as “superstitious”. 
 
Stengers clearly identifies a materialist approach with “resist[ing] the temptation to pick and 
choose among practices–keeping those which appear rational and judging away the others …” 
(Stengers 2011, p.379). She identifies the outcome of engaging with this “messiness and 
perplexity” as the creation “of what Deleuze and Guattari describe as ‘rhizomatic connections’” 
(Stengers 2011, pp.379-380), or “connections as events” (2011, pp.379-380), emphasising the 




Is it not the case also that conveniently escaping a confrontation with the messy world 
of practices through clean conceptual dilemma or eliminativist judgements has left us 
with a theatre of concepts the power of which, to understand retroactively, is matched 
only by their powerlessness to transform? (Stengers 2011, pp.379-380)  
 
It is this power to transform with which contemporary art dealing with nature seeks to engage, 
and this potential for transformation is located in liminal spaces, through “rhizomatic 
connections”, and engaging with perplexity.  
 
Engaging with the “messy world of practices”, however, involves engaging with uncertainty–
the uncertain, liminal spaces that open between the eliminativist frames. But the power to 
transform is one of the defining characteristics of the liminal space, and artists recognise this 
potential. In its application to nature, the liminal space is being explored in ways which, though 
they may sometimes be visually reminiscent of the traditions of romanticism, in which nature 
was seen as a transcendent entity, or, as Clark puts it, as a “mode of secular redemption” (Clark 
2011, p.13), is now, in a contemporary perspective, seen in a manner that recognises immanence 
and contingency, where it is viewed as a “more genuinely ecological insight” (Clark 2011, 
p.70). Clark is here encapsulating perspectives such as those espoused by Timothy Morton 
(2007, 2012), Michel Serres (1995, 2006), Bruno Latour (1993, 2009, 2011, 2018), Elizabeth 
Grosz (2004, 2008), and others. Nature has been de-sacralised, and is seen instead as a 
contingent system within which humankind is enmeshed, but there also remains an element of 
speculation. Contemporary artworks dealing with nature, works such as Bannerjee’s Caribou 
Migration I (2002), Ruri’s Endangered Waters (2003), Eliasson’s Green River (1998), 
Buckland’s Ice Texts (2005-2009), Blumenfeld’s The Polar Project–Antarctica (2009), 
Kander’s Chongqing XI, Chongqing Municipality (2007), and HeHe’s Champs D’Ozone (2007) 
or Nuage Vert (2008), are now frequently engaging with concerns such as entanglement and 
contingency, with explorations of the nature of matter, of energy, power and process, and with 
politics and activism as well as with wonder. Even Richter, in his “landscape pictures”, 
discussed in chapter 2, though preceding the development of new materialist thinking, insists 
upon the centrality of nature: “Only in relation to nature. That’s all we have” (Richter in 
Buchloch 2009, p.33). The “disinterested viewpoint” associated with 19th century aesthetics, as 
depicted by Karen Knorr in her series Pleasures of the Imagination: Connoisseur (2014), and 
the certainties of its social and theological hierarchies, no longer applies. Equally, the 
hierarchical, anthropocentric power structures of rational modernity no longer apply. Our 
horizons have shifted as we are beginning to understand the implications of our ways of living 
in the world, particularly the extent of damage caused by the modern Western capitalist model, 




Artists are expressing this uncertainty in many forms, all of which have potential political 
import, as Massumi (1996, 2015) points out. The power to transform through the liminal space 
is increasingly being utilised as a means to transform, intellectually, affectively, and politically, 
in work after work. As Grosz writes: “[A]rt is the opening up of the universe to becoming-
other” (Grosz 2008, p.23). I think here of a number of examples, such as the Yonetanis’ The 
Last Supper (2014) or their Sweet Barrier Reef (2009), in which sugar becomes a metaphor for 
human desire and its environmental implications. Bannerjee’s Caribou Migration series (2002) 
documents the human rights and environmental issues associated with climate change and 
proposals for oil and gas mining in the Arctic; Richter’s September (2005), or his October 18, 
1977 series (1988), suspend judgement, condemning ideology rather than protagonists in the 
September 11 destruction of the World Trade Centre in New York and similarly in the tragic 
events of 1977; and Rúrí’s Endangered Waters reflects on human hubris in the rush for 
economic progress in her Icelandic homeland. All of these works visually resemble aspects of 
romantic modes, but their import extends well beyond this frame, engaging powerfully with 
contemporary issues. There is a return here to ontological thinking, specifically applied to 
matter and the non-human, and a dismissal of the centrality of the human, subjectivity, and the 
social, heralding a strengthened awareness of ecological thinking, and an appreciation of the 
interrelatedness and vitality of things. There is also a strong pull to the political.  
 
Deleuze and Guattari discuss the process of “break[ing] with the arborescent schema” as 
reaching becoming or the molecular. But they insist that a line of becoming is “not defined by 
the points that it connects, or by points that compose it”, saying: 
 
[A line of becoming] passes between points, it comes up through the middle, it runs 
perpendicular to the points first perceived, transversally to the localisable relation of 
distant or contiguous points … A line of becoming has neither beginning nor end, 
departure nor arrival, origin nor destination … a line of becoming has only a middle. 
(Deleuze and Guattari 2011, p.293)  
 
In Deleuze and Guattari’s account, this line of becoming has “neither beginning nor end, origin 
nor destination” (2011, p.293), and they go on to speak of becoming as constituting “a zone of 
proximity and indiscernibility, a no-man’s-land, a non-localisable relation sweeping up the two 
distant or contiguous points” (Deleuze and Guattari 2011, p.293) and also as “molecular” (2011, 
p.292). This is the very definition of a liminal zone–Turner’s encapsulation of the “betwixt and 
between”, “a moon between phases” (Turner 1967, p.110), or “having applied the metaphor of 
dissolution” (1967, pp.94-97). Becoming, then, is what is achieved within liminal zones, and 
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only within liminal zones. It does not conform to established schema, it is “not defined by points 
that it connects”, but rather becoming forges a new path: it “passes between points, it comes up 
through the middle” … it has “neither beginning nor end” … it “is always in the middle, one 
can only get at it by the middle”. “Becoming” is located not within recognised frames, but 
outside them, between them, in the zones of wonder that Stengers seeks to bring forward, or the 
zones of indiscernibility that Richter goes to such lengths to create in his “pictures”, stating that 
“a picture presents itself as the Unmanageable, the Illogical, the Meaningless. It demonstrates 
the endless multiplicity of aspects; it takes away our certainty” (Richter in Obrist 1995, p.35). It 
is in inhabiting such gaps between certainties, in creating the potential for the “unmanageable”, 
the “illogical”, to find a place and exert pressure, that the power of the liminal lies.  
 
It is in such liminal spaces that new insights, new perceptions, allusions and connections, affects 
that may drive change, becomings, can be born. This can be political. The liminal space allows 
becoming, and this is a central idea driving the work of contemporary artists such as those 
discussed. These are the zones with which this thesis is concerned, uncertain, “unframed”, 
liminal zones within which ideas such as the vitality of matter, or matter as relations, are 
located, and can be conceived of. These are zones of potential and creativity, in science as well 
as in art. It is in these spaces that discoveries are made, and revolutions in thinking can occur. 
Liminal spaces are fertile spaces that can offer new perceptions on political and scientific 
problems as much as they can to art. In that function lies the crucial value, and the political role, 
of art that operates through the liminal, particularly at a time of such pressing need in 
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